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INTRODUCTION: 
MASS KILLING IN 
HISTORICAL AND 
THEORETICAL 
PERSPECTIVE 


Why do some human conflicts result in the intentional killing of massive 
numbers of unarmed civilians? This remains one of the most important 
questions facing humanity today. As the threat of global nuclear conflict 
recedes in the wake of the cold war, mass killing seems poised to regain 
its place as the greatest unnatural threat to human life. Episodes of mass 
killing in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda are but the latest entries on 
a long list of atrocities extending back to earliest recorded history, even 
into the archeological record.! Mass killings have been perpetrated by 
and against a wide range of nations, cultures, forms of government, and 
ethnic and religious groups. Between 60 million and 150 million people 
probably have perished in episodes of mass killings during the twentieth 
century alone.? By comparison, international and civil wars have ac- 
counted for approximately 34 million battle deaths during the same pe- 
riod.? In light of this grisly balance sheet, it is regrettable that mass killing 
and genocide have received comparatively little scholarly attention as a 
general class of events. With the bloodiest century in human history be- 
hind us, we still know little about what accounts for this era’s violence or 
whether the next one hundred years will be as savage as the last. 

Many of the most widely accepted explanations of genocide and mass 
killing see the causes of these events in the social structures, forms of gov- 
ernment, or collective psychology of the societies in which they take 
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place. In particular, many scholars have focused on the dangers of dehu- 
manizing attitudes and deep cleavages between social groups, on the psy- 
chological and political consequences of major societal crises such as wars 
or revolutions, and on the concentration of unchecked power in undem- 
ocratic political systems. 

Although these theories have generated many important insights, each 
of them also has significant problems or limitations. Structural factors 
such as severe ethnic, racial, national, or religious divisions between so- 
cial groups fail to provide a reliable indicator of mass killing. Indeed, 
some of the bloodiest mass killings in history have occurred in relatively 
homogeneous societies, between groups of the same or closely related 
ethnicity, nationality, religion, or class. Conversely, many deeply divided 
societies have endured for extended periods without experiencing mass 
killing. 

Nor can mass killing adequately be explained by the presence of highly 
undemocratic governments or the occurrence of major social crises. 
While there is substantial evidence that these factors increase the risk that 
mass killing will occur, the great majority of undemocratic governments 
and social crises are not associated with massive violence against civilians, 
suggesting that other important causes are at work. 

I believe that an understanding of mass killing must begin with the 
specific goals and strategies of high political and military leaders, not with 
broad social or political factors. Previous theoretical studies of genocide 
have tended to diminish the role of leadership on the grounds that the in- 
terests and ideas of a few elites cannot account for the participation of the 
rest of society in the violence. My research, however, suggests that soci- 
ety at large plays a smaller role in mass killing than is commonly assumed. 
Mass killing is rarely a popular enterprise in which neighbor turns against 
neighbor. On the contrary, the impetus for mass killing usually originates 
from a relatively small group of powerful political or military leaders. 
Sometimes even individual leaders can play a decisive role in instigating 
and determining the course of the slaughter. Scholars have long strug- 
gled, for example, to imagine the Great Terror without Stalin, the Holo- 
caust without Hitler, or the Cultural Revolution without Mao. 

It is true that these tyrants could not have accomplished their crimes 
without help from others in their societies. Nevertheless, a broad exami- 
nation of the phenomenon of mass killing in the twentieth century reveals 
that the minimum level of social support necessary to carry out mass 
killing has been uncomfortably easy to achieve. Leaders have powerful 
methods to recruit the individuals needed to carry out mass killing and 
to secure the compliance or at least the passivity of the rest of society. The 
broader public sometimes approves of mass killing, but often it does not. 
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Whatever the sympathies of the public, the active support of a large por- 
tion of society is usually not required to carry out mass killing. The vio- 
lence itself is typically performed by a relatively small group of people, 
usually members of military or paramilitary organizations. They carry out 
their bloody work often with little more than the passive acceptance of 
the rest of society, including members of the perpetrators’ own social 
groups. 

In light of these unsettling findings, I argue that the causes of mass 
killing will be best understood when the phenomenon is studied from 
what I call a strategic perspective. The strategic perspective suggests that 
mass killing is most accurately viewed as an instrumental policy —a bru- 
tal strategy designed to accomplish leaders’ most important ideological 
or political objectives and counter what they see as their most dangerous 
threats. 

Like war, mass killing can be a powerful political and military tool. Un- 
fortunately, leaders throughout history have proved all too ready to use 
this tool when it seemed to serve their purposes. Many scholars have 
sought to draw a clear line between warfare and mass killing, but I believe 
that the two phenomena are closely related. This is not merely because 
mass killing so often occurs during times of war. Rather, it is because both 
phenomena involve the use of organized violence to compel others to do 
what they would not otherwise do. Contrary to common perceptions, 
perpetrators seldom view mass killing as an end in itself. Violence against 
victim groups is rarely intended to physically exterminate entire popula- 
tions as such. More often, its purpose is to force victims to submit to rad- 
ically new ways of life, to give up their homes and possessions, or to cease 
their support for political or military opposition groups. Some perpetra- 
tors, most notably the Nazis, have attempted to totally exterminate vic- 
tim populations. Policies of extermination, however, usually emerge only 
after leaders have concluded that other options for achieving their ends, 
including less violent forms of repression or even limited concessions to 
victim groups, are ineffective or impractical. 

The most meaningful distinction between war and mass killing, there- 
fore, is not the purpose of its violence but the nature of its victims. War 
merges with mass killing when its intended targets become unarmed 
civilians rather than soldiers. 

Thus, perpetrators see mass killing as a “final solution” in two respects. 
Mass killing is a final solution because it is permanent. It obviates the need 
for future efforts to resolve the perceived problems posed by its victims. 
Mass killing is also final, however, because it is usually the last in a series 
of efforts to “solve” these problems using other means. It usually emerges 
out of leaders’ frustration with conventional military and political strate- 
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gies for dealing with their victims. Perhaps perpetrators hesitate to re- 
sort immediately to this level of violence because some shred of human- 
ity or compassion compels them to consider alternatives. More likely, 
perpetrators first seek less violent solutions because strategies of mass 
killing can carry substantial risks — inciting violent resistance from victim 
groups, alienating domestic populations and foreign powers, or provok- 
ing intervention by third parties. When perpetrators perceive the stakes 
to be high enough, and when less violent alternatives appear to be 
blocked or unworkable, however, the incentives to consider mass killing 
multiply. 

As with war, even the most despotic leaders do not see mass killing as 
the most appropriate solution to every problem. Many scholars have 
noted that perpetrators may view genocide or mass killing as a “rational” 
response to a perceived threat, but few have attempted to explain why 
perpetrators see this kind of violence as an appropriate response to some 
threats but not others. I contend that leaders are likely to perceive mass 
killing as an attractive means to achieve their ends only in very specific cir- 
cumstances. My research identifies several real-world scenarios that seem 
to generate powerful incentives for leaders to consider mass killing. Three 
of these scenarios, which account for the greatest number of episodes of 
mass killing in the twentieth century as well as the greatest number of vic- 
tims, serve as the major focus of this book. 

First, mass killing can be an attractive strategy for regimes seeking to 
achieve the radical communization of their societies. Indeed, communist 
regimes probably have been responsible for the most violent mass killings 
in human history. Radical communist regimes have been so closely asso- 
ciated with mass killing because the changes they have sought to bring 
about in their societies have resulted in the nearly complete material dis- 
possession of vast populations. Communist policies such as agricultural 
collectivization have stripped tens of millions of people of their homes 
and property and have obliterated traditional ways of life. In practice, few 
people have been willing to submit to such severe changes in the absence 
of violence and coercion. Communist leaders did not set out with the de- 
sire to exterminate millions of people, but they did not shy away from 
mass murder when they believed it was necessary to achieve their goals. 
Nevertheless, if communist leaders had limited the scope of their repres- 
sion to only those individuals implicated in active resistance, their lists of 
victims never would have been so long. I contend that the adherence of 
communist leaders to a pseudo-Marxist notion — that resistance to com- 
munist policies was motivated by the immutable “class consciousness” of 
certain groups — greatly magnified the scale of communist mass killings. 
This perception led communist leaders to seek the prophylactic suppres- 
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sion of entire social groups or classes, even in the absence of evidence of 
individual involvement in counterrevolutionary activities. It also led to 
bloody political purges that consumed countless victims within the com- 
munist party itself. 

Second, regimes seeking to implement policies of large-scale ethnic 
cleansing also face significant incentives to consider mass killing. The 
mass killing of ethnic, national, or religious groups has often been por- 
trayed as the result of deep-seated hatred of victims by perpetrators, or 
sometimes simply as killing for killing’s sake. I argue, however, that eth- 
nic mass killing occurs when leaders believe that their victims pose a 
threat that can be countered only by removing them from society or by 
permanently destroying their ability to organize politically or militarily. 
This perception may be based on perpetrators’ racist or nationalistic ide- 
ological beliefs, or it may be a reaction to real, although almost always ex- 
aggerated, threatening actions of victim groups. Ethnic cleansing and 
mass killing are not one and the same, but they have often gone hand in 
hand. Forcing people to abandon their homes, belongings, and history 
for an unknown life in distant lands often requires considerable coercion. 
Even after victims have been coerced into flight, the process and after- 
math of large population movements can be deadly. The bloodiest 
episodes of ethnic mass killing, however, occur when perpetrators con- 
clude that physically expelling victims from society is impossible or im- 
practical. Perpetrators may reach this conclusion when there simply are 
no territories available to receive large numbers of victims, or because 
they fear that victims will continue to pose a threat from across the bor- 
der. Whatever the reasons, once perpetrators reject the possibility of ex- 
pulsion as an effective of dealing with victim groups, the impulse for 
ethnic cleansing can escalate to systematic extermination. 

Third, regimes seeking to defeat major guerrilla insurgencies may be 
drawn to strategies of mass killing. My research suggests that the inten- 
tional slaughter of civilians in the effort to defeat guerrilla insurgencies 
was the most common impetus for mass killing in the twentieth century. 
Guerrilla warfare has so often led to mass killing because the use of guer- 
rilla tactics by insurgent groups generates powerful incentives for coun- 
terinsurgency forces to target civilians. Much more than conventional 
armies, guerrilla forces must rely directly on the civilian population for 
food, shelter, and information. Although the support of the civilian pop- 
ulation is one of the primary strengths of guerrilla warfare, it can also be 
a weakness. Unlike guerrilla forces themselves, the civilian populations 
upon which insurgents rely are largely defenseless, immobile, and im- 
possible to conceal. Military organizations seeking to defeat guerrillas 
therefore often find it easier to target their base of support in the people 
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than to engage the guerrillas themselves. This effort to isolate the guer- 
rillas from their civilian support has often resulted in mass killing. 


I begin in chapter 1 with a discussion of the contentious debate sur- 
rounding the definition of the term “genocide.” I argue that many previ- 
ous formulations of the term genocide are problematic, at least for the 
purposes of this book. A new term is needed to address the full range of 
events I wish to explore. I introduce and define the term “mass killing? 
which includes most commonly accepted cases of genocide but also en- 
compasses a broader range of events distinguished by the large-scale, in- 
tentional killing of noncombatants. In addition, this chapter provides a 
brief review of several of the most influential ideas and theories about 
genocide and mass killing. These theories, I suggest, tend to overempha- 
size the role of social and structural variables and neglect or underesti- 
mate the importance and power of small groups in causing and carrying 
out such violence. 

In chapter 2, I assess the available historical evidence on the role of 
public support for mass killing and the psychology and motives of the in- 
dividuals who actually carry it out. I argue that mass killing does not re- 
quire widespread, active public support, only passivity or indifference to 
the fate of victims and compliance with authority. Unfortunately, these 
characteristics exist in many or even most societies. Where they have been 
absent, perpetrators intent on mass killing often have been able to create 
them through propaganda and indoctrination. Two processes — the pref- 
erential selection of sadistic or ideologically fanatic individuals and the in- 
fluence of situational pressures and elite manipulation — provide the best 
explanations for the behavior of most rank-and-file perpetrators of mass 
killing. These two processes are dissimilar in many ways, but each helps 
explain how leaders can recruit the necessary support for mass killing even 
in societies that are largely indifferent or actively opposed to it. 

I present the primary theoretical framework of this book in chapter 3. 
Here I provide a typology of mass killing that identifies the specific cir- 
cumstances that encourage leaders to consider mass killing. I also present 
an inventory of cases of mass killing in the twentieth century and esti- 
mates of the numbers of people who perished in each episode. 

The next three chapters apply the strategic perspective developed in 
chapter 3 to eight historical cases of mass killing: in chapter 4, commu- 
nist mass killings in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia; in chapter 
5, ethnic mass killings in Turkish Armenia, Nazi Germany, and Rwanda; 
in chapter 6, counterguerrilla mass killings in Guatemala from 1978 to 
1996 and in Afghanistan from 1979 to 1988 during the occupation by the 
Soviet Union. 
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These cases were selected primarily because of the well-developed 
secondary literature associated with them, but they also provide wide 
variations in culture, geography, time period, and regime type. These 
variations serve as a means to isolate the potential influences of geo- 
graphic, temporal, governmental, and cultural influences on the causes of 
mass killing. They thereby bolster confidence that the strategic theories 
described in this book are generalizable. 

The examination of each of these historical cases relies primarily on 
“process tracing” — identifying the causal processes which link the factors 
and conditions implicated by the strategic perspective to the outcome of 
mass killing.* These case studies are not intended to provide compre- 
hensive historical accounts of the events they examine. Nor do they for- 
ward radically new historical interpretations based on novel documentary 
evidence. Rather, in each case I highlight how leaders’ strategic goals and 
beliefs interacted with situational pressures and exogenous events to pro- 
duce strong incentives for mass killing. I attempt to show how leaders 
conceived of mass killing as a means to an end, to examine what other 
means they considered to achieve those ends, and to explain why leaders 
ultimately rejected these less violent alternatives. 

In chapters 4—6 I also briefly investigate a variety of historical cases in 
which mass killing did not occur: in chapter 4, communist regimes that 
did not engage in mass killing; in chapter 5, racist regimes and episodes 
of ethnic cleansing that were not associated with mass killing; and in 
chapter 6, guerrilla insurgencies that did not precipitate mass killing. I ex- 
plore these episodes in considerably less detail than the eight primary case 
studies of mass killing, but these limited case studies are sufficient to serve 
two related purposes. First, they help diminish the risk of overemphasiz- 
ing factors and conditions that, though relevant to the occurrence of mass 
killing in the cases examined, are also common in numerous cases in 
which mass killing never materialized. Indeed, one reason that much of 
the theoretical literature on genocide has tended to exaggerate the role of 
factors such as negative social relations or national crises is because it has 
focused narrowly on a few cases in which mass killing occurred and ne- 
glected the many other cases in which deep social divisions, dehumanized 
intergroup relationships, or major crises did not lead to mass killing. Sec- 
ond, only by comparing cases in which mass killing does not occur with 
those in which it does can we isolate the specific conditions and inter- 
vening factors that increase or decrease the incentives for perpetrators to 
consider mass killing, or extend or limit their ability to carry it out. 

In the final chapter I summarize the conclusions of this book and dis- 
cuss some implications of the strategic perspective for preventing or lim- 
iting mass killing in the future. I suggest that efforts to prevent mass 
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killing by addressing “root causes” such as discrimination or nondemo- 
cratic forms of government are likely to prove impractical at best and 
ineffective at worst. These social ills are so common that it is simply im- 
possible to intervene preemptively to address them everywhere they ex- 
ist. The strategic perspective, on the other hand, identifies a number of 
easily identifiable conditions that create strong incentives for mass killing 
and therefore serve as more reliable indicators of the likelihood of mass 
killing. 

Because leaders resort to mass killing in defense of their most impor- 
tant goals, often in desperation when other strategies have failed, pre- 
venting mass killing will often require the use of force. On the other hand, 
because the perpetrators of mass killing often constitute a relatively small 
group without broad-based social support, intervention to prevent mass 
killing need not result in open-ended “nation building” missions de- 
signed to foster democracy or end discrimination between groups. 
Rather, intervention should seek to defeat perpetrators and protect vic- 
tim groups from harm. 
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No generally accepted terminology exists to describe the intentional 
killing of large numbers of noncombatants. The most likely contender, of 
course, is the term “genocide.” This term, however, fails to capture the 
broad range of events I wish to examine. The most important limitation 
of “genocide” is its relatively narrow meaning, both in its etymology and 
in the formal United Nations definition of groups that qualify as its vic- 
tims. 

Raphael Lemkin, a Polish jurist of Jewish descent, first coined the 
word “genocide” in 1944. To create the term, Lemkin combined the 
Greek word genos, meaning “race or tribe? with the Latin derivative cide, 
which means “to kill” Lemkin defined genocide as “a coordinated plan of 
different actions aiming at the destruction of essential foundations of the 
life of national groups, with the aim of annihilating the groups them- 
selves”! The United Nations Genocide Convention of 1948, which 
Lemkin played a major role in drafting, limits the victims of genocide to 
“national, ethnical, racial or religious” groups.” Similarly, the Oxford En- 
glish Dictionary defines genocide as “the deliberate and systematic exter- 
mination of an ethnic or national group,” 

Many of the most infamous and important “genocidal” events of this 
century, however, including the deliberate killing of between 10 million 
and 23 million people in the Soviet Union, between 10 million and 46 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


IO 


FINAL SOLUTIONS 


million in China, and between 1 million and 2 million in Cambodia, have 
not primarily involved clashes between different ethnic or national 
groups. In many other episodes of large-scale, systematic killing, ethnic, 
national or religious groups have been targeted, but not because of their 
group identity per se. Because “genocide” is a term of general interest to 
society, however, and because it carries with it the weight of powerful 
moral sanction, many authors have been reluctant to give it up. Indeed, 
so politically powerful is the term that activists have applied it to policies 
such as abortion, interracial adoption, and lack of government funding 
for AIDS treatment and research.* As a result, the precise definition of 
the term has become the subject of intense debate among genocide schol- 
ars, policy makers, and human rights advocates.” Ever since the Genocide 
Convention was drafted, many authors have dissented from the UN defi- 
nition, taking issue with, among other things, its apparent exclusion of 
political and other non-ethnic groups from the definition of genocide. 

I strongly believe that understanding the causes of the systematic mur- 
der of noncombatants is important, regardless of the group identity of 
the victims. In academic works, however, it is useful if central terms co- 
incide with their common English usage and etymology so that they can 
be readily understood, even by readers from outside the field. From a po- 
litical perspective, it may be more effective to include non-ethnic groups 
in the definition of genocide and in the international agreements de- 
signed to prevent this kind of violence. From a scholarly perspective, 
however, clarity is paramount. 


Wuat Is MAss KILLING? 


In order to avoid this and other difficulties with the term “genocide? I 
utilize the term “mass killing” — defined here simply as the intentional 
killing of a massive number of noncombatants. Victims of mass killing may 
be members of any kind of group (ethnic, political, religious, etc.) as long 
as they are noncombatants and as long as their deaths were caused inten- 
tionally. Three aspects of the definition of mass killing warrant further 
elaboration. 

First, the mass killing must be intentional, which distinguishes it from 
deaths caused by natural disasters, outbreaks of disease, or the uninten- 
tional killing of civilians during war.” This definition is not limited to 
“direct” methods of killing such as execution, gassing, and bombing. It 
includes deaths caused by starvation, exposure, or disease resulting from 
the intentional confiscation, destruction, or blockade of the necessities of 
life. It also includes deaths caused by starvation, exhaustion, exposure, or 
disease during forced relocation or forced labor. 
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Determining the intentionality of deaths due to these causes can be ex- 
tremely difficult, since it requires knowledge of the specific aims of the 
perpetrators. For the purposes of this definition, deaths need not be the 
result of policies designed specifically to kill in order to be considered 
mass killing. I also consider deaths to be intentional if they result from 
policies designed to compel or coerce civilian populations to change their 
behavior — and if the perpetrators could have reasonably expected that 
these policies would result in widespread death. Thus, civilians killed by 
aerial bombardment would be considered victims of mass killing only if 
their attackers intentionally aimed to kill or terrorize civilians as part of 
an effort to coerce survivors to surrender. If the civilians were killed as the 
attackers attempted to destroy nearby military forces or infrastructure, 
however, these deaths would be considered unintentional even though 
the attacker might have expected a certain level of civilian casualties. 
Deaths resulting from forced marches, forced labor, or forced deporta- 
tion are considered intentional if perpetrators could have reasonably ex- 
pected that implementing these policies would lead to large numbers of 
civilian deaths — even if perpetrators did not set out to kill these victims, 
per se. Unlike the civilian deaths caused by the bombing of factories or 
nearby military installations, civilian populations are the direct objects of 
forced marches, forced labor and deportation, not the coincidental vic- 
tims of policies targeted against soldiers or physical structures. 

Deaths resulting from these kinds of policies, whether perpetrators de- 
vise them to kill civilians or simply to coerce them, should not be under- 
estimated. Starvation, malnutrition, exposure, exhaustion, and disease 
were responsible for a large proportion of mass killing deaths in the twen- 
tieth century. Fatalities resulting from these factors sometimes rival direct 
methods of killing, even in cases notorious for their violence and brutal- 
ity. Starvation inside and outside labor camps was a primary means of 
mass killing in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia. During the 
Holocaust, starvation and harsh conditions killed vast numbers of Jews. 
Raul Hilberg estimates that over eight hundred thousand Jews, more 
than 15 percent of all those who perished, died of privation inside and out- 
side ghettos in Eastern Europe.® Other authors have suggested that a 
third or more of Jewish victims died of starvation, disease, and malnutri- 
tion rather than gassing or shooting.” 

The second aspect of the definition of mass killing that requires further 
specification 1s the meaning of “a massive number.” Unlike most scholarly 
definitions of genocide, mass killing does not specify that perpetrators 
must possess the intent to destroy an entire group or even a specific per- 
centage of it.1° Rather, for the purposes of this definition, a massive num- 
ber is defined simply as at least fifty thousand intentional deaths over the 
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course of five or fewer years.!! These specific numerical criteria are to 
some extent arbitrary, but selecting these relatively high thresholds helps 
establish with a greater degree of confidence that massive violence did, in 
fact, occur and that the killing was intentional. Utilizing relatively high 
thresholds is especially important given the generally poor quality of the 
data available on civilian fatalities. Nevertheless, although I will not ex- 
amine such cases in this book, it seems plausible to assume that theories 
that can explain events in which fifty thousand or more people were killed 
can also explain events in which twenty or thirty thousand died. 

Limiting mass killing to the total annihilation of a group, on the other 
hand, would create a highly restrictive definition. In fact, by this standard 
genocide actually may never have been committed. For this reason, the 
UN Genocide Convention, and most genocide scholars, have chosen to 
focus instead on the perpetrators’ intent (or attempt) to destroy the 
group. Yet even the attempt to destroy an entire group has been exceed- 
ingly rare. By this definition, the Holocaust itself would qualify as at- 
tempted genocide only if the victim group were defined narrowly as 
European Jews, since there is little evidence that the Nazis attempted to 
kill, for example, Jews living in the United States.1* Employing this kind 
of flexible definition of the victim group, however, opens the door to an 
infinite regress through which the attempted murder of a single individ- 
ual, if he or she is the sole member of a narrowly defined group, could 
constitute genocide. 

The Genocide Convention introduces additional ambiguity by defin- 
ing genocide as “the intent to destroy, in whole or in part” the group “as 
such,” and by including not only killing but acts ranging from “causing 
serious bodily or mental harm to the members of the group,” to “impos- 
ing measures intended to prevent births within the group,” to “forcibly 
transferring children of the group to another group??? Even if we accept 
the notion that the intent to destroy a group, rather than the actual de- 
struction of the group, is the defining characteristic of genocide, and even 
if we accept that actions other than killing should be included in its defi- 
nition, it is not at all clear what part or how much of a given group the 
perpetrator must intend to destroy in order to qualify as genocide. 

Specifying that perpetrators must intend to kill a specific percentage of 
a victim group might seem to be the most objective way to resolve this 
problem. Utilizing a specific percentage, however, would also depend on 
an arbitrary quantitative criterion. Perhaps more importantly, it would 
also introduce an additional set of conceptual problems.1* In the case of 
very small groups, a definition based on specific percentages might in- 
clude events in which perhaps a few hundred lives were lost — still a great 
tragedy, but hardly comparable to the more infamous atrocities of the 
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bloody twentieth century. 15 Such a definition would also depend heavily 
on what kinds of groups qualify as victims. Yet one of the principal diffi- 
culties with previous attempts to define terms such as genocide has been 
that the definition of ethnic, national, or religious groups has proven 
nearly as contentious as the definition of genocide itself. As the Nazis’ 
evolving and sometimes contradictory policies toward so-called Misch- 
linge (persons of mixed Jewish ancestry) reveals, even the perpetrators of 
mass killing can have difficulty precisely defining their victims.!° 

Including political groups or economic classes as potential victims of 
genocide in a definition based on the perpetrators’ intent to destroy the 
victim group introduces even more difficulties. Membership in such 
groups can be extremely volatile and is even more vulnerable to subjec- 
tive classification than ethnic groups. In some cases, political victims be- 
long to groups that seem to exist only in the imaginations or ideologies 
of their killers. How could it be determined, for example, what percent- 
age of “kulaks,” “counterrevolutionaries,” or “wreckers” were murdered 
by Stalin, Mao, or Pol Pot? Even if the potential pool of victims could be 
identified accurately, would the killing of, say, the entire Romanov fam- 
ily by the Bolsheviks constitute genocide if we define the political group 
as “the Romanovs”? On the basis of what criteria are such groups to be 
excluded? 

Anumerical criterion avoids each of these difficulties. It should be em- 
phasized, however, that any definition that relies on an absolute numeri- 
cal criterion cannot avoid a bias toward victim groups with relatively large 
populations. As a result, such a definition does not adequately capture the 
threat to human diversity posed by attacks against smaller groups. Nev- 
ertheless, such a bias seems justified in light of the greater absolute cost 
in human lives incurred by attacks against large groups and by the greater 
objectivity with which such a standard can be applied. Nothing in this 
discussion, on the other hand, implies that threats posed to small groups 
are not worth studying or that these groups do not deserve protection 
from violence. 

The third aspect of the definition of mass killing that warrants clarifi- 
cation is the term “noncombatant.” This definition focuses on the killing 
of noncombatants because it is violence directed against noncombatants 
that distinguishes mass killing from other forms of warfare and that most 
offends our moral sensibilities. A noncombatant is defined as any un- 
armed person who is not a member of an organized military group and 
who does not actively participate in hostilities by intending to cause phys- 
ical harm to enemy personnel or property.!7 It should be noted that 
simply associating with combatants, providing food or other nonlethal 
military supplies to them, or participating in nonviolent political activi- 
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ties in support of armed forces does not convert a noncombatant to a 
combatant. Because these activities pose no immediate threat of physical 
harm to combatants, individuals who engage in them deserve protection 
from killing — although they may be subject to judicial punishments. As 
I will show in subsequent chapters, this distinction is of vital importance. 
When it has been disregarded, entire populations easily come to be 
treated as enemies. 

Mass killing as defined above encompasses a wide range of phenom- 
ena. It should be recognized as distinct from the phenomenon of geno- 
cide as that term has been commonly defined. Unlike most definitions of 
genocide, mass killing applies to the intentional killing of noncombatants 
caused by practices ranging from aerial bombardment and starvation 
blockades during wars to mass executions and gassing. It applies to the 
intentional killing of victims drawn from any group of noncombatants 
and is not limited to attempts to destroy these groups as such. What all 
of these disparate events share is the perpetrators’ calculated decision to 
take the lives of vast numbers of unarmed human beings. It is this deci- 
sion that separates mass killing from other forms of violence and that 
makes it so disturbing. Understanding the motives for this decision is the 
primary object of this book. 

This broad formulation of mass killing might seem to expand the uni- 
verse of cases to virtually unlimited proportions. In fact, this definition 
includes relatively few events that are not encompassed by those defini- 
tions of genocide that include the killing of non-ethnic groups. 18 Never- 
theless, many scholars have objected to the incorporation of these events 
under the same terminology, claiming that their root causes and motiva- 
tions are different.!? Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn, for example, write 
that killing by aerial bombardment should not be considered genocide 
because “in this age of total war belligerent states make all enemy-occu- 
pied territory part of the theater of operations regardless of the presence 
of civilians. Civilians are regarded as combatants so long as their govern- 
ments control the cities in which they reside??? Similarly, Helen Fein ar- 
gues that “to equate Auschwitz and Hiroshima belies the distinctive ends 
and root of each plan, focusing instead on the number of victims??? Lucy 
Dawidowicz claims that deaths caused by strategic bombing are not 
genocide because “America’s decision to use the atomic bomb against Ja- 
pan was not motivated by a wish to wipe out the Japanese people. The 
purpose of the bombing was to demonstrate America’s superior military 
power and thus convince the Japanese that they had to capitulate, thereby 
ending the war and further killing”? 

While the causes of events such as the Holocaust and the strategic 
bombings of the Second World War are surely distinct, this fact alone 
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does not mandate that a separate term be used to describe each of them. 
Scholars regularly use the same term to describe phenomena with multi- 
ple causes. “War? for example, is often defined very broadly by scholars 
and applied to a wide range of phenomena in its common English usage. 
Few scholars suggest that all wars have the same cause, however. Even 
scholars who adopt the narrow definition of genocide usually accept that 
different episodes of genocide may have significantly different causes. 

The broad definition of mass killing utilized in this book is justified be- 
cause it can yield important insights into the causes of an important class 
of events. Indeed, a major premise of this book is that previous research 
into the causes of genocide often has been biased by a narrow focus on a 
limited set of historical cases. This focus has tended to overemphasize ex- 
planations that stress social-structural variables or the nature of relations 
between groups. Examples such as the strategic bombing of Germany 
and Japan during the Second World War are particularly illuminating be- 
cause they emphasize the instrumental and strategic motives for mass 
killing. In the following pages, I will argue that strategic motives played 
a central role in many more commonly accepted cases of genocide as well. 

Because the term “mass killing” encompasses such a wide range of 
events, some readers undoubtedly will wish to draw moral distinctions 
among these cases. Most Americans, for example, continue to justify the 
nuclear bombardment of Japan with the belief that the victims of the 
bombing were in some way guilty of supporting the Japanese war effort, 
or that the bombing served a greater good by ending the war without the 
need for an American invasion of the Japanese home islands.7? It is not 
the purpose of this book to judge the appropriateness of such distinctions. 
The intentional killing of vast numbers of unarmed civilians, no matter 
what its cause, should raise profound moral questions. This is one of the 
most important reasons for studying mass killing. It should be empha- 
sized, however, that referring to two distinct events as mass killing does 
not imply any moral equivalency between them. Just as the same words 
may apply to events with different causes, so may they apply to actions of 
differing moral rectitude. Scholars who study wars or revolutions, for ex- 
ample, need not imply that all wars or revolutions occupy the same moral 
domain. Readers should consult their own convictions about the subject 
of this book and draw moral distinctions on a case-by-case basis. 


THE LITERATURE ON GENOCIDE AND MAss KILLING 


Although the term “genocide” has existed for over fifty years, there are 
few formal theories of genocide or mass killing. Much has been written 
about specific episodes of mass killing and genocide, especially the Holo- 
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caust, but little scholarship has been produced on mass killing as a gen- 
eral class of events. A relatively small body of theoretical work has begun 
to accumulate, however, particularly during the last two decades.?# 

Three broad families of writing on genocide and mass killing will be ex- 
amined below. Each family identifies a different set of factors as central 
causes or important preconditions of genocide and mass killing.*> Because 
authors commonly suggest several different explanations for genocide and 
mass killing — often without identifying when different explanations are 
likely to operate, or without addressing the contradictions between 
them—a discussion of the literature is most productively organized 
around specific theoretical concepts and explanations rather than the writ- 
ings of particular authors. Although these three families do not exhaust all 
scholarship on the subject, the explanations they suggest and the small 
set of causal factors and conditions they emphasize appear repeatedly 
throughout the literature. 

The first family focuses on the importance of deep social cleavages be- 
tween groups as a primary cause or precondition of genocide and mass 
killing. A second family suggests that factors such as wars, revolutions, 
and other national crises provide the spark for mass killing. The third fam- 
ily emphasizes the concentration of political power in certain forms of 
government as the most important cause of this kind of violence. Al- 
though each of these perspectives offers important insights and observa- 
tions about mass killing, I argue that none provides a wholly satisfying 
explanation. 


Social Cleavages and Dehumanization 


One of the factors most commonly cited as a central cause or precondi- 
tion of genocide is the presence of deep divisions between different 
groups living in the same society. I will refer collectively to explanations 
of genocide or mass killing that focus on the impact of social cleavages as 
the plural society theory. The plural society theory is most closely associ- 
ated with Leo Kuper, a pioneer of comparative genocide studies, al- 
though several other scholars have proposed similar explanations.?° 
Scholars have defined social cleavages variously with reference to deep 
ethnic, cultural, religious, or class divisions, high levels of overt or de 
facto discrimination, political or economic exclusion, and distrust or ha- 
tred between groups. A distinct, but related group of theories focuses 
specifically on the dehumanizing character of relations between groups.?7 
According to different authors, social cleavages can lead to genocide by 
polarizing society, by increasing the likelihood of intergroup conflict, by 
sparking rebellions among oppressed groups, by facilitating the identifi- 
cation of enemies, or by eroding norms of moral responsibility. 
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There is little question that the perpetrators of mass killing often con- 
sider their victims different, inferior, or even less human than themselves. 
It is hard to imagine how anyone could participate in the wholesale 
slaughter of a group of defenseless people he believed to be exactly like 
himself. Nor is it surprising that the victims of mass killing and genocide 
are often subjected to economic and political discrimination before they 
are killed. These observations, however, do not imply that preexisting so- 
cial cleavages or negative attitudes toward victim groups are prime, in- 
dependent causes or crucial preconditions of mass killing. A closer look 
at this kind of violence indicates that unusually deep, preexisting social 
cleavages are neither sufficient nor universally necessary conditions for 
mass killing. Even the most severe social cleavages do not provide a reli- 
able indicator of mass killing. This is not to deny that cleavages between 
social groups often play a central role in the causal process of mass killing. 
But substantial evidence suggests that genocide or mass killing may take 
place even when these attitudes are not unusually severe. 

Although some level of discrimination, hatred, or dehumanization ex- 
ists between groups in nearly all cases of mass killing, these divisive atti- 
tudes plague relations between at least some groups in virtually all 
societies. In order to distinguish peaceful societies from those at high risk 
of genocide and mass killing, therefore, most variants of the plural soci- 
ety theory focus on unusually severe or pervasive social cleavages. As Ku- 
per writes, plural societies are not simply those that “contain a diversity 
of racial, ethnic and/or religious groups.” Rather, plural societies are 
“characterized by a superimposition of inequalities. The same sections are 
dominant or subordinate, favored or discriminated against, in the polit- 
ical structure, in the economy, in opportunities for education, in human 
rights, in access to amenity.”?8 

Proponents of the plural society theory, however, offer surprisingly lit- 
tle evidence that social cleavages are more intense in societies that have 
experienced genocide or mass killing than in those that have not. To date, 
quantitative research on ethnic conflict and genocide has found little cor- 
relation between indicators of ethnic, social, economic, and cultural dif- 
ferences and the likelihood of large-scale violence between groups.” Nor 
do ethnic wars appear to be more likely to result in mass killing than po- 
litical or ideological conflicts.3° 

While reference to some level of preexisting social cleavages may be 
necessary to explain most cases of mass killing, even low levels of hatred 
or discrimination do not appear to be a universal precondition for this 
kind of violence. Indeed, history provides several striking examples of 
mass killing between members of similar social and economic groups 
with little record of unusually intense discrimination or dehumanization. 
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Mass killings carried out by communist governments in the Soviet 
Union, China, and Cambodia—three of the bloodiest episodes of mass 
killing in history—are especially illustrative. 

Although specific ethnic and national groups were singled out for vi- 
olence in each of these states, vast numbers of victims were also drawn 
from dominant social groups. Ethnic and national minorities appear to 
have been targeted primarily because of suspected resistance to commu- 
nist rule, not because of their ethnic or national affiliations per se.3! Nor 
can deep cleavages between economic classes explain the violence in these 
countries. Victims in all three states often were drawn from the same so- 
cial and economic groups as their executioners. In the infamous Khmer 
Rouge prison known as S-21, for example, the prisoners were, David 
Chandler finds, “socially and ethnically indistinguishable from the peo- 
ple who held them captive”? Violent political repression in all three 
states eventually consumed large numbers of the communist party’s high- 
est-ranking members. Nowhere was this more evident than during the 
Great Terror in Soviet Union.#* Many of the regime’s most prominent 
political and military elites were executed or deported to the Gulag to die. 
Not even the Soviet secret police, the primary instrument of the Terror, 
managed to escape the violent purges.3+ 

Even in the countryside — where Soviet, Chinese and Cambodian lead- 
ers attributed the massive violence during land reform and the collec- 
tivization of agriculture to “class warfare,” there is surprisingly little 
evidence that class cleavages were stronger than in other societies that 
never experienced mass killing. Tensions between peasant classes un- 
doubtedly existed, but they do not seem to have produced unusually in- 
tense hatred or dehumanizing attitudes. On the contrary, communist 
leaders in all three countries greatly overestimated the degree of antago- 
nism between peasant classes. In fact, they openly lamented their inabil- 
ity to draw on preexisting class hatreds to encourage more widespread 
participation in attacks on perceived enemies of communist rule.#° Ties 
of family, clan, and village frequently proved stronger than those of class. 
In many locales, spontaneous support for violence against communist en- 
emies often failed to materialize, and leaders were forced to acknowledge 
that even the poorest segments of the peasantry lacked the necessary “class 
consciousness.” 

This pattern is well illustrated by Jean-Louis Margolin’s description of 
the conditions prevailing in rural China before the implementation of 
Mao’s bloody land reform. According to Margolin: 


In comparison with the extreme social contrasts found in Europe before 
1945 and still visible in much of South America even today, rural Chinese 
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society was in fact relatively egalitarian. Conflict between rich and poor 
was far from being the principal cause of the [land reform violence]... . 
Communists, including Mao himself, began to play at social engineering 
by trying to artificially polarize carefully defined rural groups and then 
decreeing that this polarization was the major cause of peasant discon- 
tent.37 


In some cases, communist elites seem to have created new social cate- 
gories for their victims out of whole cloth. In the Soviet Union, for ex- 
ample, violence during the forced collectivization campaign of 1929—32 
was directed against the so-called kulaks. It is now widely recognized, 
however, that the peasant population of the Soviet Union had little con- 
cept of the kulak as an economic class until communist propagandists 
seized upon it in an effort to spark class warfare.38 As one Russian peas- 
ant recalled, before the revolution “we were just neighbors in this village. 
We quarreled, we fooled, sometimes we cheated one another. But we 
were neighbors. Now we are bedniaki, seredniaki, kulaks . . . and we are 
supposed to have a class war. . . . One against the other, you understand? 
What the devil!”?° This device was even more transparent in Cambodia, 
where Khmer Rouge propaganda railed against the subhuman “new peo- 
ple? a completely manufactured social group consisting of businessmen, 
city dwellers, foreigners, and virtually anyone with an education.*° 

Proponents of the plural society theory have generally refrained from 
applying their theories to cases such as the Soviet Union, China, and 
Cambodia, on the grounds that communist mass killings have different 
causes from ethnically motivated genocides like the Holocaust. The fun- 
damental causes of events such as the Holocaust and the Great Terror 
are assuredly different. What the history of communist mass killing so 
strongly suggests, however, is that even the most extreme levels of vio- 
lence can be supported in the absence of deep, preexisting social cleavages 
between groups. This conclusion suggests, in turn, that we should be 
careful not simply to assume a central causal role for social cleavages, even 
in cases of ethnic mass killing. 

Indeed, upon closer examination the severity of preexisting cleavages 
between ethnic groups involved in genocidal violence often appears ex- 
aggerated. It is easy to overemphasize the significance of cleavages be- 
tween groups after violent conflict has broken out. Widespread violence 
tends to exacerbate the negative aspects of group relations, coloring the 
interpretation of the past and making it harder to appreciate long periods 
of relative harmony and cooperation between groups. In fact, deep cleav- 
ages between ethnic groups often seem more like effects of mass violence 
than independent causes or preconditions. Even in relatively tolerant so- 
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cieties, powerful groups have proved capable of dehumanizing their en- 
emies, intensifying existing social divisions, and even inventing new ones. 
Severe discrimination, moral exclusion, and dehumanizing attitudes are 
often the result of conscious strategies designed to facilitate violence 
against victim groups, not preexisting attributes of society.*! 

In the former Yugoslavia, for example, overt discrimination between 
Serbs, Croats, and Muslims does not appear to have been especially se- 
vere or pervasive before the outbreak of large-scale violence in 1991. By 
most objective indications, ethnic relations, while not entirely harmo- 
nious, did not seem significantly worse than relations between ethnic 
groups in many other countries. Public opinion polls taken as late as 
1989-90 showed high levels of ethnic tolerance between groups. Even in 
November 1991, majorities of 70—90 percent opposed separation from 
Yugoslavia or an ethnically divided republic.4# Much of the fighting, es- 
pecially in Bosnia, took on religious overtones, but before the war less 
than 25 percent of Bosnians considered themselves religious believers 
(which compares to over 70 of percent Americans who identify them- 
selves as such).43 In the decade before the war, 29 percent of Serbs living 
in Croatia married Croatian spouses (compared to only 12.1 percent of 
blacks who married white spouses in the United States in 1993).44 Most 
observers of the conflict seem to agree that although some animosity and 
prejudice did exist between ethnic groups before the war, for the great 
majority of people these feelings were not intense enough to provoke 
widespread violence until political leaders launched inflammatory rhetor- 
ical campaigns deliberately designed to exacerbate distrust among ethnic 
groups and mobilize their people for war.45 

Even some of the violence perpetrated by Nazi Germany poses prob- 
lems for the plural society theory. The Nazi “euthanasia” campaign, for 
example, killed at least ninety-three thousand physically disabled, men- 
tally ill, or simply destitute Germans, including thousands of children.*¢ 
Yet there is little reason to suspect that, before the Nazi seizure of power, 
most Germans felt differently about their sick and poor than did the peo- 
ple of other nations. In fact, German propagandists were compelled to 
try to overcome public opposition to forced euthanasia with a propa- 
ganda campaign designed to dehumanize the chronically and mentally ill 
and to remind Germans of the burdens that such “life unworthy of life” 
imposed on society.*7 

Conversely, as proponents of the plural society theory usually ac- 
knowledge, even societies torn by exceptionally deep social cleavages can 
exist for long periods without erupting in mass killing.*8 Such societies 
actually appear to be quite common. Many historians, for example, agree 
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that during the late 1800s and early 1900s anti-Semitic attitudes and dis- 
crimination directed against Jewish minorities ran even deeper in Russia, 
Poland, France, and other European nations than in Germany itself. Jews 
in Germany were unquestionably the objects of significant discrimination 
and hatred, but, as Michael Marrus concludes, “it is highly unlikely, by 
any scale of judgment, that Germany would be deemed the most anti- 
Semitic country in Europe” prior to the Nazi seizure of power.*? As Sarah 
Gordon points out, “had the German population been uniquely rabid in 
its hatred of Jews, it is inconceivable that Jews could have fared so well, 
especially compared to Jews in other nations? Jews outside of Ger- 
many, however, avoided genocide until after the Nazis occupied their 
countries in the Second World War. 

African Americans living in the Southern United States during the Jim 
Crow era also escaped genocide, despite being subjected to overt dis- 
crimination, intense economic and political exclusion, and dehumaniz- 
ing hatred and violence by significant segments of society.>! Likewise, 
Palestinians living in Israel and Israeli-occupied territories, and black 
Africans in apartheid-era South Africa, each suffered extremely high lev- 
els of hatred and discrimination for decades without becoming victims of 
genocide. René Lemarchand, in his comparative study of the relatively 
peaceful democratic transition of South Africa and the genocidal paths of 
Rwanda and Burundi, finds that “if all three states are (or were) hierar- 
chically structured societies, only in South Africa was the once politically 
dominant minority judicially, culturally, and racially distinct from the 
African majority. History, language, and institutionalized discrimination 
conspired to mark them off from each other in ways unknown in Rwanda 
and Burundi.”>? 

The evidence cited above strongly suggests that unusually severe pre- 
existing social cleavages are neither universally necessary nor sufficient 
conditions for mass killing or even for more narrowly construed defini- 
tions of genocide. That said, this conclusion does not exclude a role 
for these factors in the causal process of mass killing and genocide. It is 
simply impossible, for example, to understand why the Nazis sought to 
murder the Jews without reference to the long history of German anti- 
Semitism. My claim is not that such factors did not matter, but only that 
they cannot reliably distinguish countries like Germany from many other 
societies that did not launch campaigns of systematic extermination 
against minority groups. The search for general factors that may help to 
distinguish societies at high risk for such violence from those that are not 
is one of the fundamental distinctions between the mission of the social 
scientist and that of the historian. Although this book will focus on fac- 
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tors of primary interest to social scientists, both modes of inquiry are nec- 
essary to develop a fully satisfying explanation of individual cases of mass 
killing, such as the Holocaust, as well as the phenomenon in general. 


National Crises and Mass Killing 


A second prominent family of explanations of mass killing and genocide 
suggests that wars, revolutions, severe economic depressions, and other 
catastrophes — hereafter referred to as “national crises” — provide the crit- 
ical spark for mass killing. As many studies have documented, nearly all 
cases of mass killing follow or occur during some kind of national crisis. 
Explanations for the correlation between national crises and mass killing 
can be divided into two primary groups.*? The first group, referred to 
here as the scapegoat theory, focuses on the social-psychological effects of 
national crises as the trigger for genocide. The second group of explana- 
tions, referred to as the political opportunity theory, focuses on the op- 
portunities and incentives for mass killing generated by national crises. 


The Scapegoat Theory 


The scapegoat theory is one of the most common and carefully articu- 
lated social-psychological theories of mass killing.54 This approach com- 
bines features of sociological research, often including some of the same 
factors and explanations highlighted by the plural society theory, with in- 
sights from individual and social psychology.55 Proponents of the scape- 
goat theory claim that mass killing results when societies wracked by 
severe crises seek to place the blame for these hardships on minority 
groups or powerless majorities. According to these theories, individuals 
suffering from exceptionally difficult life conditions have a powerful psy- 
chological need to understand and identify the sources of their problems 
and frustrations. Proponents of the scapegoat theory hold that choosing 
a scapegoat allows individuals to comprehend the source of their prob- 
lems, to believe that these problems can be predicted and controlled, to 
project their fears or insecurities onto others, and to escape feelings of 
guilt and personal responsibility for life’s difficulties. 

National crises do not inevitably or even usually lead to mass killing. 
While national crises are relatively common, mass killing is rare. Thus, 
most proponents of the scapegoat theory suggest that certain aspects of 
the perpetrators’ society and culture predispose some states or societies 
to scapegoating and ultimately to genocide or mass killing. A wide vari- 
ety of different risk factors have been proposed, including a tradition of 
obedience to authority, aggressive cultural dispositions, and certain types 
of social and governmental institutions. Nearly all proponents of the 
scapegoat theory, however, accept the premise that unusually strong pre- 
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existing social cleavages make the resort to mass killing more likely in the 
wake of national crises. 

Although the historical record largely confirms the scapegoat theory’s 
prediction that mass killings occur after national crises, other evidence 
casts doubt on the theory’s explanation of the causal relationship between 
these events. First of all, as discussed above in reference to the plural so- 
ciety theory, unusually deep cleavages between social groups are not nec- 
essary for mass killing to take place. Genocide and mass killing commonly 
occur between members of similar social groups with little history of dis- 
crimination or violent conflict. This finding is damaging to the scapegoat 
theory because the theory suggests that preexisting social cleavages are 
crucial factors that help distinguish the relatively few societies that re- 
spond to national crises with mass killing from the great majority which 
do not. 

More important, historical evidence casts doubt on the relevance of the 
basic psychological mechanisms described by many proponents of the 
scapegoat theory. The scapegoat theory suggests that mass killing serves 
to alleviate the psychological frustration and fear generated by national 
crises in society at large. If this claim is correct, we should find that mass 
killing is usually a popular undertaking among members of dominant so- 
cial groups. Members of these groups should demonstrate spontaneous 
support for the killings. 

My research finds surprisingly little confirming evidence for these 
propositions. Mass killing is often carried out with little public support, 
even from members of dominant social groups. It is difficult to imagine, 
for example, how the Great Terror in the Soviet Union could be charac- 
terized as a reaction to the desires of Soviet society. Scholars of the Ter- 
ror often portray this episode as the impetus of a single man.°° Those in 
the general population who supported the arrests, show trials, and purges 
did so largely on the basis of propaganda, forced confessions, and other 
fabricated evidence supplied to them by the Soviet government. Fear, 
coercion, and blackmail played a significant role in securing the partici- 
pation of many of Stalin’s accomplices, many of whom seem to have un- 
derstood that they too could become victims at any moment. 

Even the Holocaust offers considerable confounding evidence for the 
scapegoat theory. This evidence is particularly relevant because propo- 
nents of the scapegoat theory often cite the Holocaust as the paradigmatic 
example of the theory. Although a small group of authors, most notably 
Daniel Goldhagen, assert that most Germans wished to see the Jews ex- 
terminated, the weight of scholarly opinion firmly opposes this interpre- 
tation.°” Research on German public opinion before and during the Nazi 
era refutes Goldhagen’s conclusions as well as the scapegoat theory’s im- 
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plication that genocide should be broadly popular among members of the 
perpetrators’ social group. Although no serious scholar disputes that anti- 
Semitism was prevalent in German society before the Holocaust, most 
agree that the majority of the German population stopped well short of 
calling for the extermination of the Jews.58 Hitler, the Nazi regime, and 
many of the less violent anti-Jewish measures the Nazis promoted before 
the war were broadly popular, but forced deportation and systematic ex- 
termination received much less support. Michael Marrus’s review of 
Holocaust scholarship concludes that “historians have been unable to 
identify a murderous impulse outside the Nazi leadership. . . . Popular 
strains of antisemitism were never strong enough on their own to sup- 
port violent persecution in the modern period?”>? 

The contention that most Germans supported the mass killing of the 
Jews is also contradicted by the behavior of the German people and the 
Nazi government itself. Spontaneous violence against Jews remained rare 
even after the Nazis gained power. Far from reacting to the impulses of 
the German population, as proponents of scapegoat theory suggest, Nazi 
leaders felt they had to intensify and disseminate anti-Semitic feelings 
through a sustained propaganda campaign beginning from the moment 
they seized power. Even this steady stream of anti-Semitic slogans and 
images, however, appears to have been unable to convince the majority 
of Germans that the Jews should be killed — although it probably did re- 
duce their willingness to defend the Jews. According to Ian Kershaw, the 
propaganda campaign was unsuccessful in generating widespread sup- 
port for extermination precisely because, contrary to the predictions of 
the scapegoat theory, most Germans did not see the Jews as responsible 
for their own hardships. Rather, the “constant barrage of propaganda 
failed to make Jews the prime target of hatred for most Germans, simply 
because the issue seemed largely abstract, academic, and unrelated to their 
own problems.”©° 

Indeed, fearing a negative reaction, the Nazi government ultimately 
felt compelled to try to keep the final solution secret from the German 
people.°! Some scholars have suggested that German leaders believed 
that this secrecy was necessary, not because they suspected that the Ger- 
man people would not support the killing, but because revealing it would 
have provoked adverse foreign reactions or increased resistance among 
the intended victims. These concerns were undoubtedly taken seriously, 
but high-ranking Nazi leaders often framed the requirement for secrecy 
in terms of the expected negative reaction of the German people.° 
Himmler himself described the final solution to his senior officers as “an 
unwritten and never to be written page of glory in our history”? “Per- 
haps,” he told them, “at some later, some very much later period we might 
consider whether to tell the German people a little more about this. But 
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I think we had better not! It’s us here who have shouldered the respon- 
sibility, for action as well as for an idea, and I think we had better take this 
secret with us into our graves.”* 

Interestingly, recent research suggests that scapegoating may not have 
been the primary motivation for violence against Jews even among those 
most directly involved in the killing itself. Michael Mann’s examination 
of the biographies of 1,581 Holocaust perpetrators tried for war crimes 
found that these men appear to have suffered substantially Jess from fac- 
tors such as unemployment or the loss of a parent before the war than did 
the broader German population. While acknowledging the potential for 
biases in his sample, Mann concludes that “few perpetrators seem to have 
had very disrupted lives of the kind that might produce severe frustra- 
tions, aggression, or scapegoating for personal unhappiness.”©* 

In the final analysis, the scapegoat theory may do a better job of ex- 
plaining the psychology and actions of the individual leaders who con- 
ceive of and organize mass killing than it does of the broader societies 
over which these individuals rule, or even the individuals they recruit to 
help them carry out the killing. The chief architects of genocide and mass 
killing obviously do believe that their victims are responsible for causing 
great suffering. Yet mass killing can occur even if this suffering is not ex- 
perienced by the rest of society and even if the belief that victim groups 
are responsible is not widely shared. Hitler, for example, clearly blamed 
the Jews for Germany’s humiliating defeat in World War I and for the se- 
vere economic crises that ensued. Many authors have speculated that 
Hitler’s unique personal misfortunes, rather than those suffered by most 
Germans, may have encouraged him to seek a scapegoat in the Jews.°° 
Although national crises may provoke some members of society to seek 
violent revenge on scapegoats, this psychological reaction appears to be 
far from universal. This path to mass killing becomes operative only when 
such individuals achieve positions of high political or military authority. 
This outcome, however, is so rare relative to the occurrence of national 
crises as to provide little basis by which to identify societies at high risk 
for mass killing. 


Political Opportunity 


Another family of explanations that focuses on the effects of national 
crises suggests that crises encourage genocide not because they prompt 
societies to seek scapegoats per se but because these events provide the 
incentives, opportunity and cover for revolutionary elites seeking to con- 
solidate political power or implement genocidal ideologies.°” Indeed, 
wars, revolutions, and severe economic depressions can create the op- 
portunity for relatively small radical groups to assume control of the pow- 
erful political and military machinery of the state. From this perspective, 
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Germany’s military defeat and economic collapse are relevant to the 
Holocaust, not primarily because they induced the German people to 
blame the Jews for their problems, but because they seriously under- 
mined the fledgling German democratic political system. These crises 
contributed to the creation of political factions, destabilized the demo- 
cratic process, raised the specter of communism, and encouraged a mi- 
nority of voters to consider radical solutions to Germany’s economic 
problems, including both communism and fascism, thereby easing the 
way for extremely radical groups such as the Nazis to assume control of 
the German state. 

This process was not unique to Germany. The political, military, and 
economic chaos caused by the First World War, for example, undoubt- 
edly helped the Bolsheviks gain power in Russia. The turmoil wrought 
by twenty-five years of conflict in Southeast Asia, culminating in the 
American invasion and bombardment of Cambodia, helped create con- 
ditions in which the Khmer Rouge was able to seize power.©8 National 
crises, especially major wars, can also create situations that force even 
moderate leaders to consider the most brutal options available to them. 
The intentional bombardment of German and Japanese civilians during 
the Second World War and France’s bloody tactics during the Algerian 
war of independence were, after all, not the work of radical dictators but 
of democratically elected leaders. 

Unfortunately, although the political opportunity theory offers a con- 
vincing explanation of the correlation between national crises and mass 
killing, it ultimately provides relatively little leverage for understanding 
or predicting genocide and mass killing. National crises may raise sub- 
stantially the probability of mass killing relative to more stable societies, 
but the absolute likelihood that a national crisis will spark such violence 
is extremely small.°? As noted above, the vast majority of national crises, 
be they wars, revolutions, or severe economic depressions, do not lead to 
mass killing. Most proponents of the political opportunity theory ac- 
knowledge this limitation. Few, however, have devoted much effort to 
identifying and elaborating the specific conditions and factors that may 
determine when political elites will take advantage of the genocidal op- 
portunities presented by national crises or, on the contrary, when these 
crises are likely to be resolved more peacefully.”° Without this informa- 
tion, we can neither fully understand the causes of mass killing nor an- 
ticipate with confidence when it is likely to occur. 


Democracy and Mass Killing 


The third and final group of authors examined here search for the causes 
of genocide and mass killing in the form of government of the societies 
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in which it takes place. Rudolph Rummel is the most forceful advocate 
of this explanation of mass killing. According to what Rummel terms the 
“power principle,’ “The more power a government has, the more it can 
act arbitrarily according to the whims and desires of the elite, and the 
more it will make war on others and murder its foreign and domestic sub- 
jects. The more constrained the power of governments, the less it will 
aggress on others.”7! 

Rummel and others have marshaled strong evidence to demonstrate 
that democratic forms of government are associated with lower levels of 
mass killing and human rights abuses than other governmental systems, 
especially totalitarian and communist regimes.”? The fact that democra- 
cies engage in less mass killing of their own citizens than other forms of 
government is one of the most carefully documented findings of the the- 
oretical literature on mass killing. Nevertheless, two problems limit the 
utility of this insight. 

First, as Rummel acknowledges, although democracies almost never 
kill their own citizens, they do engage in mass killing during foreign wars 
and in their own colonies abroad. The United States killed as many as 
200,000 civilians, many of them intentionally, during its occupation of 
the Philippines from 1899 to 1902.73 The United States also intentionally 
killed between 268,000 and 900,000 Japanese civilians during the 
Second World War and, in collaboration with Great Britain, between 
300,000 and 600,000 Germans.” Democratic France, in concert with 
its native Algerian allies, killed hundreds of thousands of civilians during 
its war in Algeria and perhaps 250,000 in Vietnam.”° In both cases, much 
of the killing was intentional. 

Democracies have also perpetrated mass killings against domestic 
groups not defined as citizens. Most notably, the United States waged a 
relentless series of wars on the indigenous people of North America, a 
process that eventually resulted in their near-total extermination.”° 

In addition, democratic states have provided economic and military as- 
sistance to foreign regimes known to be perpetrators of mass killing. The 
Guatemalan Historical Clarification Commission, for example, found 
that U.S. training of the Guatemalan military in counterinsurgency tech- 
niques in the early 1980s “had a significant bearing on human rights vio- 
lations” and that “the United States Government ... lent direct and 
indirect support to illegal state operations” that ultimately killed well over 
100,000 people.”” In 1965, American officials also appear to have pro- 
vided Indonesia with lists of thousands of names that the Indonesian 
army used to identify victims in its massacre of between 250,000 and 
1,000,000 suspected supporters of the Indonesian Communist Party.”8 

Rummel writes that “all this killing of foreigners by democracies may 
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seem to violate the power principle, but really it underlines it. For, in each 
case, the killing was carried out in a highly undemocratic fashion: in se- 
cret, behind a conscious cover of lies and deceit, and by agencies and 
power holders that had the wartime authority to operate autono- 
mously.’”? This argument is misleading. American actions such as the 
bombings of Japan and Germany and the wars against the Native Amer- 
icans were not kept secret from the general population. Not only were 
most citizens fully aware of these events, they strongly supported them. 8° 
The majority of Americans continue to express support for the atomic 
bombing of Japan in 1945, even now that the civilian death toll is widely 
known. Rummel is surely correct in his assessment that democracies 
engage in less mass killing because, unlike other forms of government, 
democracies guarantee the basic rights of their citizens and require a 
much higher degree of public support for their policies. This does not 
mean that democratic publics will never support mass killing, or that they 
will do so only on the basis of misinformation. 

A second and perhaps more important limitation of Rummel’s power 
principle is that it provides relatively little ability to predict when mass 
killing will occur. As Rummel concedes, power is a necessary but not a 
sufficient condition for mass killing.8* Thus, while it is important to 
understand that democracies engage in less killing than other forms of 
government, it is equally important to recognize that even the most 
undemocratic regimes do not engage in mass killing most of the time.83 
In light of this observation and the fact that democracies do resort to mass 
killing under certain circumstances, we know that other important fac- 
tors and processes must also be at work. A more comprehensive theory 
of mass killing should specify the conditions under which some groups, 
democratic or otherwise, decide to exterminate their opponents rather 
than deal with them peacefully. 


The notion that underlies each of the theories described above — that fac- 
tors that impact or permeate society at large should provide the most sig- 
nificant clues to understanding which societies are likely to experience 
genocide and mass killing — has strong intuitive appeal. Indeed, these fac- 
tors often, but not always, operate as background causes or preconditions 
for systematic violence. Because factors such as hatred, discrimination, 
national crises, or undemocratic systems of government need not be un- 
usually severe to play their part in the causal process leading to mass 
killing, however, they are simply too common to serve as accurate indi- 
cators of this relatively rare kind of violence. Like the availability of 
weapons to carry out the killing, they are also present in many societies 
that never experience genocide or mass killing. 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


MASS KILLING AND GENOCIDE 


In the next chapter, I argue that the main reason that broad social struc- 
tures do not provide reliable indicators of mass killing is because such 
killing does not require as much support from society at large as is com- 
monly assumed. Rather, small but powerful groups often play a deter- 
mining role not only in instigating but also in physically carrying out this 
kind of violence. Only by understanding the specific goals of these 
groups, as well as the constraints on the achievement of those goals, can 
we understand why these groups choose to tap into the latent capacities 
for mass killing available in so many societies. 
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2. THE PERPETRATORS 
AND THE PUBLIC 


In the early morning hours of July 13, 1942, approximately five hundred 
men from German Reserve Police Battalion 101 surrounded the small Pol- 
ish town of Józefów with orders to shoot anyone attempting to escape. 
The policemen entered the town, rounded up every Jewish man, woman, 
and child, and escorted them to the village marketplace. Those victims 
too sick or too old to walk were shot, as was anyone who showed the least 
signs of resistance. Male Jews of working age were separated from their 
families and prepared for deportation to slave labor camps. The rest of 
the villagers were loaded in small groups onto trucks and transported 
to the forest a short distance away. They were ordered to lie face down on 
the ground. The policemen then methodically shot each person in the 
back of the neck. Women were murdered with their infant children. The 
killing lasted all day and into the evening. When it was over, the police- 
men were literally covered in the blood of their victims. Fifteen hundred 
bodies littered the forest floor. 

Events such as this have been a disturbingly common feature of twen- 
tieth-century history. Massacres similar in scale, if not always in the 
details of implementation, have been visited upon villages in Turkish Ar- 
menia, China under Japanese occupation, Indonesia, Guatemala, Rwanda, 
and dozens of other countries throughout the world. Why do societies 
allow such atrocities to take place? Why do the individuals charged with 
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carrying out these bloody operations agree to take part in the murder of 
defenseless civilians? These are the most troubling and difficult questions 
confronting scholars of genocide and mass killing. 

Although a wholly satisfying explanation for human cruelty of this 
magnitude probably will remain beyond our reach, this should not deter 
us from seeking to advance our understanding of mass killing and those 
who carry it out. This chapter contributes to such an understanding. In 
the first of three sections, I analyze the nature of public support for mass 
killing. I show that the active support or participation of the majority of 
the public is not generally necessary for mass killing to take place. The ac- 
tual violence in most episodes of mass killing is carried out by relatively 
small groups, usually members of military, paramilitary, or police orga- 
nizations. The rest of society typically remains passive or indifferent to the 
fate of the victims. In the second section I explore the motives and psy- 
chology of the rank-and-file perpetrators of mass killing. Through a re- 
view of the historical evidence on the behavior of perpetrators of mass 
killing, especially in the Holocaust, and the findings of several relevant 
psychological experiments, I conclude that deep hatreds or fervent ideo- 
logical convictions are not necessary to explain the behavior of most per- 
petrators. Two processes, the preferential selection of a relatively small 
number of violent or fanatical individuals and the psychological influence 
of situational factors, such as authority and peer pressure, seem to pro- 
vide the best explanation for the behavior of most perpetrators. In the 
third section, I argue that the limited degree of public support necessary 
for mass killing and the relative ease with which individuals can be led to 
kill renders it possible for small groups or even individual leaders to wield 
a determining influence over the instigation and organization of mass 
killing. This conclusion, in turn, suggests that the effort to understand 
and anticipate mass killing should begin with an examination of the 
specific goals, beliefs, and motives of these groups, rather than the broad 
attributes of the societies from which they are drawn or the characteris- 
tics of the individuals whom they recruit to carry out their bloody work. 


PUBLIC SUPPORT 


Perhaps one reason why so many scholars have searched for the causes of 
genocide and mass killing in the structure or psychology of society at large 
is due to an implicit assumption that implementing mass killing requires 
the direct involvement, or at least the active support and sympathy, of a 
large portion of society. This belief has even led some authors to suggest 
that societies involved in mass killing should be considered collectively 
mentally ill? Upon closer examination, however, this assumption ap- 
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pears unfounded. Although the public sometimes supports mass killing, 
often it does not. 

Unfortunately, reliable evidence about public attitudes toward mass 
killing and about the exact extent of public participation in it remains 
scarce. Perpetrators of mass killing have seldom felt the need to engage in 
public opinion polling. Nevertheless, the anecdotal evidence presented 
below demonstrates that even in some of the most violent episodes of 
mass killing in human history, the active support or direct participation 
of the broader public is simply not necessary for this kind of violence to 
take place. 

The British statesman and political thinker Edmund Burke famously 
counseled that “the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for 
good men to do nothing.” Indeed, rather than positive support from so- 
ciety at large, mass killing often seems to require little more than what 
might be called “negative support” — the inability of victims to escape or 
defend themselves, the absence of organized domestic or international 
opposition to perpetrators, and the lack of public willingness to take per- 
sonal risks on behalf of others. Hatred, discrimination, and negative 
stereotyping directed at powerless social groups may not be enough on 
their own to provoke support for extermination, but widespread atti- 
tudes of this kind may be sufficient to block effective opposition to it. 
Since active opposition to mass killing can mean prosecution or death, 
most citizens manage to look the other way, even when the victims are 
neighbors, friends, or relatives. Nadezhda Mandelstam, whose husband 
perished in Stalin’s Gulag, described the attitude of many of her fellow 
citizens during Great Purges: “We all took the easy way out by keeping 
silent in the hope that not we but our neighbors would be killed?” 

Only democratic governments require broad-based, active political 
support for their policies. The vast majority of mass killings, however, 
have not been carried out by democracies.* Leaders who possess the po- 
litical or military support necessary to gain control of a state, therefore, 
usually also possess sufficient support to carry out mass killing. In 
nondemocratic states this minimum level of support can be remarkably 
thin. 

The Bolshevik rise to power in Russia, for example, paved the way for 
some of the most deadly episodes of mass killing in history. Scholars con- 
tinue to differ over the degree of support the Bolsheviks received in Oc- 
tober 1917 and in the civil war that followed, with some arguing that the 
revolution was little more than a coup d’état and others pointing to a 
larger role for the masses. Few scholars today, however, suggest that the 
Bolsheviks won the support of the majority of the Russian people, the 
great preponderance of whom were peasants. Trotsky estimated that at 
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most twenty-five or thirty thousand people actively participated in the 
October insurrection. The Bolsheviks owed their ultimate victory less to 
their own popular appeal than to the ravages of the First World War, the 
weakness of Russian social and governmental institutions, and the un- 
popularity and disorganization of their principal adversaries. Socialist 
parties and revolutionary organizations, after all, existed throughout Eu- 
rope at the time. Russia, with its backward economy and tiny working 
class, was a highly unlikely birthplace for the world’s first communist so- 
ciety. According to Martin Malia, “the Bolsheviks were able to achieve 
this extraordinary feat only because of the immaturity and fragility of pre- 
revolutionary Russian society. . . . There were simply no structures capa- 
ble of opposing them effectively.” Socialism triumphed in Russia and not 
elsewhere in Europe, he concludes, because “only in Russia was there a 
social void that permitted ideological politicians to get away with acting 
on it.”” As Lenin himself famously described the October Revolution, the 
Bolsheviks all but “found power lying in the streets and simply picked it 
up. 

In Germany, the 13.5 million vote plurality (37.3 percent of the ballots 
cast) that the Nazi party received in the July 1932 elections indicated high 
absolute levels of support for the Nazis. Yet these returns also indicate 
that almost two-thirds of German voters cast their ballots against the 
Nazis in 1932. The two left wing “workers parties” the SPD (socialists) 
and KPD (communists) received a combined 35.9 percent of the vote in 
that election. Moreover, the July returns represented the highest per- 
centage of the vote that the Nazi party ever garnered in a free election. 
Less than three months later, the Nazis’ share of the vote dropped to 33.1 
percent, while the combined SPD and KPD vote grew to over 37 per- 
cent.” More than half a million Germans had joined the Nazi Storm 
Troopers (SA) by January 1933; but the Reichsbanner, the Socialists’ para- 
military, was even larger, with approximately a million active members. 
One hundred thousand Germans also joined uniformed communist para- 
military groups.1° 

The Croatian Ustasa regime, which presided over the murder of at 
least 125,000 Serbs and 60,000 Jews in Yugoslavia during the Second 
World War, also appears to have been supported by only a small fraction 
of Croatian society.11 Branimir Anzulovic concludes that “the vast ma- 
jority of Croatians were ... hostile towards the actions of the Ustasa 
regime?”!? The commander of German forces in Croatia estimated that 
only 2 percent of the population supported the Ustasa, and he com- 
plained that the unpopularity of the regime was actually driving people 
to join Tito’s communist insurgents. 1° 

Even apparently high levels of political support for murderous regimes 
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and leaders should not automatically be equated with support for mass 
killing itself. Individuals are capable of supporting violent regimes or 
leaders while remaining indifferent or even opposed to specific policies 
that these regimes have carried out. As Vladimir Brovkin argues, “a vote 
for the Bolsheviks in 1917 was not a vote for Red Terror or even a vote for 
a dictatorship of the proletariat””!* Nor do most scholars attribute the 
Nazis’ electoral success to the appeal of radical anti-Semitic ideas, let alone 
support for the extermination of the Jews.!> It is true that the Nazi 
regime, especially Hitler personally, remained broadly popular even as in- 
creasingly radical anti-Semitic measures were enacted. Yet scholars of 
German popular opinion overwhelmingly reject the notion that most 
Germans favored violent measures against the Jews.!© Rather, as Saul 
Friedlander concludes, 


among the traditional [non-Nazi] elites and within the wider reaches of 
the population, anti-Jewish attitudes were more in the realm of tacit ac- 
quiescence or varying degrees of compliance. . . . [T]he majority of Ger- 
mans, although undoubtedly influenced by various forms of traditional 
anti-Semitism and easily accepting the segregation of the Jews, shied 
away from widespread violence against them, urging neither their ex- 
pulsion from the Reich nor their physical annihilation. 17 


Nationalist appeals, especially when associated with wars of national 
defense or liberation, can also rally public support behind a violent regime 
despite widespread indifference or opposition to its specific policies or 
brutal methods. Chalmers Johnson, for example, argues that it was Chi- 
nese nationalism and opposition to the Japanese occupation, not the ap- 
peal of radical communist economic ideas, that accounted for early mass 
support for the communists in China.1® Yet these ideas would later pro- 
vide the rationale for policies that resulted in the deaths of millions of 
Chinese men, women, and children. 

Likewise, the Khmer Rouge exploited the outrage caused by the Amer- 
ican invasion and bombardment to help turn many Cambodians against 
the Lon Nol regime and recruit the support necessary to implement their 
radical plan to transform Cambodian society.!? They ultimately suc- 
ceeded, not because their policies attracted the active support of the 
masses, but because, as Karl Jackson has suggested, by 1975 “they were 
the only organized coercive force in Cambodia.”?° 

Finally, it also should be emphasized that even those who do lend their 
support to policies of mass killing — or those who choose not to oppose 
it — may do so not out of preexisting convictions but as the result of gov- 
ernment propaganda and misinformation designed to win their support 
or at least compliance. In societies without freedom of speech and the 
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press, or lacking access to trusted centers of alternative information, pro- 
paganda can have a powerful effect on public attitudes. During the civil 
wars in Russia and China, for example, many peasants joined communist 
armies under the slogan of “land to the tillers? Yet few understood that 
the leaders of these revolutions were planning not simply for the redistri- 
bution of farm land but for the eventual elimination of private farming 
altogether. 

Propaganda issued by perpetrators often attempts to conceal from the 
public the full extent or true motives for mass killing. Throughout the 
conflict in the former Yugoslavia, Belgrade sought to cover up its atroci- 
ties or characterize them as legitimate military actions. Many Serbs ap- 
pear to have accepted these arguments.?! Propaganda has frequently been 
used to link victims to intervention by foreign powers or subversive in- 
ternal plots, a technique vigorously exploited by Stalin during the show 
trials of the 1930s. Perpetrators often utilize their control over the media 
to promote the perception that their victims represent a mortal threat 
to the survival of dominant groups. In Rwanda, for example, Human 
Rights Watch has documented how prior to the 1994 genocide, Hutu ex- 
tremists launched a coordinated propaganda campaign designed to por- 
tray the Tutsi as bloodthirsty foreigners intent on exterminating the 
Hutu.?2 

Paradoxically, propaganda can also lead the public to support individ- 
ual leaders, even while opposing the broader regime or its policies. Both 
Stalin and Mao appear to have been the objects of genuine affection by 
large numbers of their countrymen. Their deaths were greeted with a sur- 
prising outpouring of public grief. Even many of those who had been im- 
prisoned, lost family members, or suffered starvation as a result of Stalin 
and Mao’s directives apparently refused to accept that these “devoted” 
leaders were responsible for the brutality that characterized communism 
in Russia and China.2? 

If widespread public approval of mass killing is often absent, even in 
the bloodiest episodes of this kind of violence, how is mass killing carried 
out? The central reason that broad public support of mass killing is sel- 
dom required is that, regardless of the degree to which society supports 
the violence, large numbers of civilians almost never play a major role in 
the killing itself: In nearly all instances of mass killing, the majority of the 
actual violence is carried out by a relatively small segment of society. 
These killers are almost always young men, typically members of an or- 
ganized military group, militia, or police organization. A tiny minority of 
such men, well armed and well organized, can generate an appalling 
amount of bloodshed when unleashed upon unarmed and unorganized 
victims. When perpetrators are unopposed, the scale of the slaughter be- 
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comes a matter of mathematics. A group of twenty-five thousand deter- 
mined killers, for example, each murdering an average of one victim a 
week, could kill a hundred thousand victims in a month, or 1.2 million in 
a year. This may be a conservative estimate of the carnage determined 
killers can accomplish. 

In the case of the Holocaust, Daniel Goldhagen estimates that over a 
hundred thousand Germans “knowingly contributed in some intimate 
way to the mass slaughter of the Jews”?4 This number may be shockingly 
large in absolute terms, but it constitutes less than 1 percent of the adult 
male population of Germany in 1938, or roughly one German perpetra- 
tor for every fifty or sixty Jewish victims.?° Even if wider participation 
might have been forthcoming, it simply was not necessary. As Raul 
Hilberg documents, in the mobile killing operations that followed the 
German invasion of the Soviet Union, “victims outnumbered their cap- 
tors Io to I, 20 to I, or even 50 to 1; but the Jews could never turn their 
numbers to their advantage. The killers were well armed, they knew what 
to do, and they worked swiftly??° Since the same killers participated in 
numerous killing operations of this kind, the overall ratio of victims to 
perpetrators must have been considerably higher. The notorious death 
camps were even more efficient. At any given time, an average of three 
thousand SS guards administered the Auschwitz concentration camp 
complex, where more than 1.1 million people likely perished.?” Nearly all 
the actual killing during the Holocaust was performed by members of 
German military, police, or allied organizations, including military units 
from Axis countries and paramilitary groups recruited from foreign pop- 
ulations.?® 

Other episodes of mass killing also have been perpetrated by similarly 
small numbers of men. At one German psychiatric institution tasked with 
carrying out Hitler’s euthanasia campaign, for example, approximately 
seventy-five to a hundred personnel, including less than twenty-five indi- 
viduals involved directly in the killing, managed to murder over ten thou- 
sand patients in less than eight months in 1941.7? In the Soviet Union, a 
prison guard force of approximately 135,000 men presided over a Gulag 
of at least 1.5 million in 1941.2° Between 12 and 19 million people proba- 
bly passed through the camps from 1934 to 1947.9! Millions were killed 
or died from exposure, malnutrition, and exhaustion. In Cambodia, the 
Khmer Rouge army of approximately seventy thousand soldiers and a 
thousand political cadres gained control of the lives of nearly eight mil- 
lion of their countrymen in 1975.37 Less than four years later, as many as 
two million Cambodians were dead.?? At the most important political 
prison of the Khmer Rouge, a staff of less than three hundred people, in- 
cluding many workers not directly involved in violence, presided over the 
torture and execution of almost fourteen thousand victims.34 
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The 1994 genocide in Rwanda usually is depicted in direct contrast to 
these cases, as an example of how virtually an entire society can turn to 
murder. Many observers have attributed the widespread participation in 
the genocide to a cultural predisposition for obedience to authority, or to 
the administrative legacy of Rwanda’s unique system of peacetime civil- 
ian-mobilization campaigns for public works projects.#> After the geno- 
cide, some Tutsi spoke of the Hutu as “a criminal population”? As one 
Tutsi official described it, “In Germany, the Jews were taken out of their 
residences, moved to distant far away locations, and killed there, almost 
anonymously. In Rwanda, the government did not kill. It prepared the 
population, enraged it and enticed it. Your neighbors killed you:”37 

Participation in the Rwandan genocide was extensive in comparison 
to most other cases of mass killing, but it was far from universal. Civil- 
ians played a significant role in the violence, but military and paramilitary 
groups were probably responsible for organizing and carrying out most 
of the actual killing.3® Scholars have estimated the total number of hard- 
core Hutu perpetrators at fifty thousand to a hundred thousand — many 
of them members of extremist militia groups, the Presidential Guard, or 
the army.?? Larger numbers of civilians may have contributed to the 
genocide in some fashion, perhaps increasing the total number of partic- 
ipants to two hundred thousand or more.*° Many of these civilians did 
not kill anyone but were present in Hutu mobs that did, or participated 
by manning roadblocks, or identifying Tutsi victims to the génocidaires. 
Even this larger group, however, amounts to less than 9 percent of the 
male Hutu population over the age of thirteen.*! These perpetrators were 
responsible for massacring between 500,000 and 800,000 people in less 
than four months, perhaps two-thirds of them within the first thirty 
days.*? The fact that the perpetrators succeeded in killing so many so 
quickly, although most were equipped with nothing more than small 
arms and edged weapons, suggests the astonishing efficiency with which 
such groups can function. 

It should be noted that more significant segments of the public fre- 
quently lend their assistance to mass killing in ways that do not involve 
direct participation in violence. Indirect cooperation may involve activi- 
ties such as producing weapons, providing logistical and administrative 
support to organizations directly involved in the killing, or informing on 
fellow citizens. Indeed, many episodes of mass killing would not have 
been possible without widespread participation of this kind. Yet collabo- 
ration of this nature does not always indicate unhesitating approval of 
mass killing. Individuals may participate in these activities for a variety of 
other reasons: patriotic duty, material or careerist ambition, fear or coer- 
cion. Just as individuals are capable of supporting a murderous regime 
while at the same time disapproving of or ignoring its violent policies, 
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they are capable of psychologically separating their own indirect collabo- 
ration in the violence from any sense of approval or responsibility for the 
killing itself.43 

Even these indirect forms of cooperation with mass killing, however, 
seldom involve the majority of the public. All that is usually required of 
most citizens is their powerlessness, passivity, or disregard for others’ tor- 
ments. Thus, James J. Sheehan’s review of research on public opinion in 
Nazi Germany concludes: 


While it is always frightening to imagine a nation swept away and dom- 
inated by the Nazis, it is surely no less frightening to consider that the 
Nazis were able to accomplish most of what they set out to do without 
acquiring unquestioning allegiance or imposing complete control. Ap- 
parently they did not need to: it was not necessary for Germans to be- 
lieve, nor necessary for them to approve; compliance, not conviction was 
required. For the Nazi state to thrive, its citizens had to do no more than 
go along, maintaining a clear sense of their own interests and a profound 
indifference to the suffering of others.44 


One of the central reasons that compliance or “bystanding” seems to 
be the norm in cases of mass killing is that active opposition to mass 
killing usually raises classic problems of collective action.*° Organizing 
for collective action is always difficult, but it is hardest when the costs of 
participation are high and the benefits of action accrue even to those who 
do not participate. In such circumstances, each individual has a strong in- 
centive to let others pay the costs of action, since all will share in the ben- 
efits. 

These negative incentives can severely hamper the ability of bystanders 
to organize to prevent violence against victim groups. The costs of active 
opposition to mass killing can be very high, including prosecution or 
even death. Moreover, the most direct benefits of preventing mass killing 
accrue to the potential victims rather than their protectors. Since victims 
are commonly drawn from small, insulated minority groups, those who 
oppose mass killing often find themselves in the position of risking their 
own lives to save the lives of strangers. Germany’s Jewish population, for 
example, was concentrated in large cities and accounted for less than 1 
percent of the country’s inhabitants. Many Germans had little or no con- 
tact with Jews.*¢ 

From this perspective the truly unusual society is not one in which 
most people stand passively by as mass killing takes place, but one in 
which people manage to organize and take risks in the defense of victims. 
After all, mass killing often has succeeded in large part because the vic- 
tims themselves have failed to organize for their own defense. For exam- 
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ple, scholars have long puzzled over the lack of more determined Jewish 
resistance to the Nazis.*” In Cambodia, the barriers to resistance were so 
high that an effective national opposition to the Khmer Rouge failed to 
emerge despite the fact that as many one in four of the country’s citizens 
fell victim to the regime. If victims of mass killing cannot overcome these 
barriers, it is little wonder that bystanders often fail to do the same. 


THE PERPETRATORS 


Although mass killing typically requires the participation of only a rela- 
tively small group of people in acts of violence, it remains important to 
understand how these individuals are recruited and motivated to engage 
in such brutal behavior. Unfortunately, direct evidence of the personal be- 
liefs and motives of such persons is exceedingly rare. Perpetrators seldom 
record their inner thoughts and feelings about their deeds. Outside ob- 
servers are rarely in a position to provide personal information of this 
kind. Moreover, the few existing accounts from perpetrators are of ques- 
tionable reliability, since perpetrators usually have strong incentives to di- 
minish their personal responsibility for any atrocities and portray their 
actions in the best possible light. This problem is particularly acute if, as 
is often the case, such testimony is recorded long after the fact when 
memories may be cloudy, or in the course of a criminal investigation 
when the threat of prosecution makes admissions of guilt unlikely. 

No doubt largely because of these difficulties, historians have devoted 
surprising little systematic effort (with the notable exception of the Holo- 
caust) to explaining the behavior of the rank-and-file perpetrators of mass 
killing. In addition to this admittedly limited historical evidence, how- 
ever, important insights into the behavior of perpetrators can be found in 
a substantial body of psychological research on the sources of violent 
behavior. Together, the evidence available from both historical and ex- 
perimental sources indicates that the task of recruiting individuals to par- 
ticipate in extreme acts of violence may be significantly easier than we 
might expect. 

At some level, there are probably as many motives for taking part in 
mass killing as there are individual perpetrators of such acts. Neverthe- 
less, I believe that two distinct social and psychological processes go a 
long way toward explaining the recruitment and motivation of most 
perpetrators of mass killing. The first process involves the concerted re- 
cruitment or self-selection of sadistic or fanatic individuals into the or- 
ganizations responsible for mass killing. The second process relies on 
situational pressures, including authority and peer pressure, to induce 
otherwise ordinary human beings to participate in acts of extreme vio- 
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lence. Most episodes of mass killing seem to include substantial numbers 
of perpetrators motivated by each of these mechanisms. Although these 
two processes point to very different motivations for the individual per- 
petrators of mass killing, both help to explain how it may be possible to 
recruit a sufficient number of people to carry out mass killing even in the 
absence of broad public support for violence against victim groups. 


Selection Effects 


The most obvious explanation for participation in mass killing may also 
be the most disturbing. Some people seem to like it. All societies contain 
a certain number of individuals who, for whatever reasons, appear to de- 
rive satisfaction from violence and killing.+8 Some actively seek out vio- 
lence. Others participate on a more opportunistic level. Psychological 
studies of perpetrators of violent crimes have consistently found that ap- 
proximately 5 percent of these criminals enjoy participating in acts of vi- 
olence and inflicting suffering on others.*? Some violent perpetrators 
actually appear to develop something akin to an addictive need for vio- 
lence.5° Psychological studies of combat veterans have also found that a 
small percentage of soldiers, probably between 2 and 15 percent, seem to 
lack any reluctance to kill and are able to do so without remorse or re- 
gret.°! Like some violent criminals, a small percentage of these soldiers 
may even take pleasure in the act of killing. 

In most societies, the police, penal intuitions, and the mental-health 
care system keep truly sadistic individuals in check. Their individual vio- 
lent tendencies are uncoordinated and not channeled against a common 
group of victims. When a mass killing is being organized and imple- 
mented, however, such people naturally are drawn to the opportunity for 
violence without risk of punishment. Sometimes, leaders actively recruit 
them to serve as killers. In a surprising number of cases, perpetrators have 
been enlisted directly from prison populations to fill out the ranks of 
killing organizations.°? These kinds of individuals represent a very small 
percentage of any society. But since mass killing seldom requires the di- 
rect participation of large numbers of perpetrators — often a fraction of 1 
percent of the adult males in the societies in which they take place — these 
men may account for a significant percentage of the actual killers.5+ 
Among the formations involved in killing operations, these individuals 
also may be responsible for a disproportionate share of the actual killing, 
allowing more reluctant perpetrators to serve as sentries or fulfill other, 
less violent duties. An extreme example demonstrating the potential for 
this kind of division of labor comes from a massacre outside Riga, Latvia, 
in 1941, in which German troops and the Latvian forces under their di- 
rection murdered an estimated thirteen thousand Jews in a single day. De- 
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scriptions of the killing suggest that as few as a dozen men may have been 
responsible for the shooting, while 1,700 soldiers and policemen sup- 
ported the operation, herding victims to the executioners and guarding 
the site.55 

According to John Mueller, self-selection and intentional recruitment 
for brutality strongly influenced the composition of killing units during 
the wars in the former Yugoslavia.5° Much of the violence against civil- 
ians appears to have been carried out by a relatively small number of gang 
members, thugs, and even prisoners specifically recruited to perform the 
bloody work of ethnic cleansing. “Arkan’s Tigers,” perhaps the most infa- 
mous of the Bosnian-Serb paramilitaries, numbered no more than five 
hundred to a thousand men and was composed largely of criminals and 
gang members.>7 As Tim Judah writes, it is difficult to avoid the conclu- 
sion that some “real psychopaths were rampaging across the countryside 
indulging in cruel and sadistic killings? 58 The main force of the Yugoslav 
national army, whose membership reflected a more representative slice of 
Serbian society, on the other hand, often avoided the task of executing 
civilians directly, preferring instead to secure the perimeter of targeted 
towns and leave the “dirty work” to the paramilitaries.5? 

The identity of the victims matters little to truly sadistic individuals. 
Before becoming perpetrators of genocide, many of these sadists appear 
to have occupied themselves with violence directed against other mem- 
bers of their own ethnic or social groups. These men seem driven more 
by an undifferentiated urge to hurt others than by a well-developed ha- 
tred of their specific victims. As Mueller concludes, “rather than reflecting 
deep, historic passions and hatreds, the violence [in the former Yugo- 
slavia] seems to have been the result of a situation in which common, op- 
portunistic, sadistic, and often distinctly nonideological marauders were 
recruited and permitted free reign by political authorities?”°° 

It would be a mistake, on the other hand, to conclude that all self-se- 
lected perpetrators are merely psychopaths or criminals seeking to par- 
ticipate in mass killing for the sheer thrill of violence. Another group of 
perpetrators could be described more accurately as “true believers.” These 
perpetrators are drawn to mass killing because they are deeply convinced 
that it is both necessary and just. True believers may derive no sense of 
pleasure from the violence itself. On the contrary, it may disgust them. 
Even Heinrich Himmler was reportedly shaken by the sight of a mass ex- 
ecution and proclaimed that he was “revolted by this bloody job.”°! Men 
such as these are motivated by a commitment to the ideological princi- 
ples that justify the killing or by a profound hatred of their victims. 

This kind of ideological selection may be a particularly powerful 
process in recruiting leaders and higher-level organizers of mass killing. 
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Michael Mann’s systematic analysis of the biographies of more than fif- 
teen hundred Germans involved in the Nazi genocide, for example, con- 
cludes that “those farther up the hierarchy were almost always more 
fervent Nazis than those lower down,”©? Mann finds that early support- 
ers of the Nazi party — drawn from specific German subpopulations and 
geographic regions where the Nazi regime was especially popular — and 
individuals involved in prewar Nazi violence or fanaticism were overrep- 
resented among high-ranking perpetrators. Given the inherently violent 
character of the ideologies that justify mass killing, however, in many 
cases, it is impossible to differentiate those individuals simply willing to 
kill for the cause from those attracted to the cause by the opportunity to 
kill. In research based on extensive interviews with three hundred former 
members of the Nazi SS, for example, John Steiner found that a self-se- 
lection process favoring both individuals attracted to military life in gen- 
eral and those who identified with Nazi ideology strongly influenced the 
membership of the SS. 

In practice, political and military leaders interested in mass killing un- 
doubtedly prefer the true believer to the pure sadist. Sadists, thugs, and 
criminals are, almost by definition, difficult to control. They are seldom 
capable of the discipline necessary to function in professional military for- 
mations. Thus, during the early stages of the war with Croatia, an inter- 
nal Yugoslav army memo reported that the army was concerned that the 
paramilitary units composed of such men were bad for “military morale” 
because their “primary motive was not fighting against the enemy but 
robbery of private property and inhuman treatment of Croatian civil- 
ians.©* Likewise, in the effort to enforce discipline among the ranks, the 
Nazi SS legal office decreed that the unauthorized killing of Jews was to 
be treated as murder or manslaughter if “the motive is selfish, sadistic or 
sexual”65 

True believers, however, are not always easy to find. As one disillu- 
sioned revolutionary described recruitment for the Cheka, Lenin’s polit- 
ical police: “The party endeavored to head it with incorruptible men. . . 
sincere idealist[s], ruthless but chivalrous. . . . But the Party had few men 
of this stamp and many Chekas: these gradually came to select their per- 
sonnel by virtue of their psychological inclinations. The only tempera- 
ments that devoted themselves willingly and tenaciously to this task of 
‘internal defense’ were those characterized by suspicion, embitterment, 
harshness and sadism?° 

This is undoubtedly one reason why the political and military organi- 
zations tasked with carrying out mass killing seem to expend so much 
effort attempting to produce their own true believers in the ranks. As 
Charles Sydnor documents, members of the notorious SS Death’s Head 
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Division received daily political training that sought to instill hatred 
of Nazi racial enemies and “shape them into political soldiers of the 
Fiihrer?©” Each member of the division was required to spend one week 
each month on guard duty at Nazi concentration camps, a duty the divi- 
sion’s commanding officer felt “would strengthen [each soldier’s] belief 
that the prisoners were inferior but implacable enemies of the German 
nation against whom the SS had to wage an unending struggle”°8 So 
powerful was the indoctrination and peer pressure to which these soldiers 
were subjected that a substantial majority of them agreed to officially re- 
nounce their church affiliations in order to comply with the SS doctrine 
that portrayed the church as an enemy of National Socialism. Sydnor 
notes that many recruits agreed to take this step despite the fact that it 
“periodically resulted in serious and permanent breaches” with their own 
families.©? 


Situational Pressures 


Although the selection effects described above appear to account for the 
behavior of many perpetrators of mass killing, they are inadequate to 
explain the behavior of many others. Most societies probably contain 
enough sadists and true believers to carry out mass killing, but in prac- 
tice, such individuals are seldom the sole source of perpetrators. This is 
particularly apparent among units recruited through a general military 
draft or other processes that limit the potential for selectivity. Christopher 
Browning’s study of one German police battalion involved in mass killing 
operations in Poland, for example, discounts selection effects as the ma- 
jor explanation for the behavior of the men in the unit. Browning ac- 
knowledges that there was a relatively high percentage of Nazi party 
members among the battalion’s rank and file (about 25 percent), but with 
respect to most other factors, he argues, the unit’s composition “did not 
represent special selection or even random selection but for all practical 
purposes negative selection for the task at hand”7° 

How, then, can we account for the actions of what Browning calls 
these “ordinary men”? Some of the most powerful evidence for under- 
standing the behavior of these and other perpetrators of mass killing can 
be found in the results of a now famous series of experiments performed 
by the psychologist Stanley Milgram in the early 1960s.” Under the pre- 
text of studying learning and memory, Milgram asked his subjects to ad- 
minister an ever more severe series of electrical shocks to a complete 
stranger whenever that person was unable to remember specific items 
from a list of words. What the subjects did not know is that the shocks 
were not real and the “victim” was actually an actor cooperating with the 
experiment. Milgram was astonished to find that nearly two-thirds of his 
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subjects were willing to deliver shocks until the victim was screaming for 
his life. Many subjects went on shocking the victim even after he had 
lapsed into what could only be interpreted as unconscious silence. Milgram 
also conducted a number of variations on this “baseline” experiment. In 
one particularly disturbing test, Milgram found that 30 percent of his 
subjects administered the highest level of shock— past a row of buttons 
labeled “Danger: Severe Shock” and ominously marked “XXX” — even 
when the experiment required them to hold the victim’s hand forcibly on 
the electrode. 

Milgram’s experiments were initially met with incredulity by psychol- 
ogists, but his extraordinary findings have proven remarkably robust. 
Milgram tested more than a thousand subjects in the numerous variations 
of his experiment. His results have been repeatedly replicated with sub- 
jects from a variety of different countries and socioeconomic and educa- 
tional backgrounds. Similar experiments have elicited equally disturbing 
behavior from ordinary people.” Although Milgram’s experiments fo- 
cused specifically on obedience to authority, many social psychologists 
suggest that their wider significance is to emphasize the extraordinary 
power of situational factors in influencing human behavior more gener- 
ally.” Authority is only one of many situational pressures capable of pro- 
moting extreme and violent behavior from ordinary individuals. 

This tendency was powerfully demonstrated by another extraordinary 
experiment conducted by a team of psychologists led by Philip Zimbardo 
at Stanford University in 1971.74 In an effort to study the psychological 
effects of imprisonment, Zimbardo created a simulated prison and ran- 
domly selected individuals from a pool of college students to play the 
roles of guards or prisoners. All of the subjects had scored within the nor- 
mal range on a battery of personality tests, including tests designed to 
screen out “authoritarian personalities.” By the second day of the experi- 
ment, however, some of the guards began to subject their prisoners to 
brutal, sadistic, and humiliating treatment. Although physical violence 
was prohibited, guards blasted prisoners with freezing carbon dioxide 
from a fire extinguisher, stripped them naked, forced them to do repeated 
pushups, exiled some to solitary confinement, and inflicted a variety of 
other mental tortures on the inmates. The guards’ cruelty increased in 
severity until, after only six days, Zimbardo was forced to terminate the 
experiment prematurely out of concern for the well-being of the prison- 
ers. Zimbardo concluded that the simulation had demonstrated “the rel- 
ative ease with which sadistic behavior could be elicited from normal 
non-sadistic people. . . . [T]he pathology observed in this study cannot 
be attributed to any pre-existing personality differences of the subjects. 
Rather, their abnormal social and personal relations were a product of 
their transaction with an environment whose norms and contingencies 
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supported the production of behavior which would be pathological in 
other settings, but were ‘appropriate’ in this prison?75 

Unsurprisingly, evidence regarding perpetrators of mass killing in the 
real world is considerably more ambiguous than the findings produced 
in these controlled experimental settings. Perpetrators of mass killing in 
the real world face a much more complex and often conflicting array of 
pressures, rewards, and aversions than Milgram’s and Zimbardo’s sub- 
jects did. Perhaps most notably, perpetrators of mass killing must often 
take part in extremely gruesome tasks, sometimes becoming soaked in the 
blood of their victims. The realities of face-to-face killing undoubtedly re- 
duce the willingness of most individuals to comply with orders to kill. 
Nevertheless, other situational aspects of mass killing in the real world 
that could not be replicated in the laboratory appear to bolster rather than 
undermine the propensity for participation in killing operations.”° 

While the subjects of both Milgram and Zimbardo’s experiments were 
ordinary civilians who had received no special training prior to their par- 
ticipation, most perpetrators of mass killing are members of military, 
paramilitary, or police organizations. These organizations have devel- 
oped powerful tools for producing violent behavior and ensuring obe- 
dience to authority.’”” Furthermore, unlike most perpetrators of mass 
killing, the subjects of Milgram and Zimbardo’s experiments were not ex- 
posed to propaganda or other indoctrination designed to justify doing 
harm to their victims. On the contrary, the subjects were given no reason 
to believe anything but that their victims were completely innocent peo- 
ple no different from themselves. The subjects of Milgram’s experiments 
had no prior contact with the scientists who ordered them to administer 
the shocks and no reason to accept the legitimacy of these orders beyond 
the inherent presumption of the experimenter’s scientific license. Orders 
for mass killing, on the other hand, are likely to come from authorities 
known personally to the perpetrators and vested with significantly more 
legitimacy. Most importantly, however, neither experiment could faith- 
fully reproduce the effects of peer pressure and group conformity on their 
subjects.”® Evidence from historical cases of mass killing indicates that 
these factors may play a significant role in motivating the participation of 
many of the men who carry it out. 

Browning states that peer pressures were central to compliance with 
orders to kill in the units he studied. Although individual soldiers were 
offered the option of not participating in the killings, Browning writes 
that 


80 to 90 percent of the men proceeded to kill, though almost all of 
them — at least initially — were horrified and disgusted by what they were 
doing. To break ranks and step out, to adopt overtly nonconformist be- 
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havior, was simply beyond most of the men. It was easier for them to 
shoot. Why? First of all, by breaking ranks, nonshooters were leaving the 
“dirty work” to their comrades. Since the battalion had to shoot even if 
individuals did not, refusing to shoot constituted refusing one’s share of 
an unpleasant collective obligation. It was in effect an asocial act vis-a-vis 
one’s comrades. Those who did not shoot risked isolation, rejection, and 
ostracism —a very uncomfortable prospect within the framework of a 
tight-knit unit stationed abroad among a hostile population, so that the 
individual had nowhere else to turn for support and social contact.7? 


Despite the limitations of Milgram and Zimbardo’s experiments, 
many scholars have found them useful for understanding the behavior of 
perpetrators in the real world. Indeed, Arthur Miller’s review of Holo- 
caust scholarship finds “a remarkable degree of consensus regarding the 
generalizability of the obedience experiments. Clearly they are viewed by 
many commentators from a diversity of disciplines and orientations as 
convincing and meaningful to an understanding of the Holocaust, and of 
other instances of what is often referred to as ‘social evil? ”8° 


Perpetrators of the Holocaust: Willing Executioners, Ordinary Men, 
or Some of Each? 
Not all scholars are convinced that the two processes described above 
provide a satisfactory account of the behavior of most perpetrators of 
mass killing. Focusing specifically on the Holocaust, a small number of 
critics have argued that it is impossible to explain the actions of most per- 
petrators without acknowledging that they were driven above all by a 
profound hatred of their victims and a fanatical adherence to an ideology 
that justified the killing.8! In the words of Daniel Goldhagen, who is the 
foremost proponent of this position, the perpetrators of the Holocaust 
were “assenting mass executioners, men and women who, true to their 
own eliminationist anti-Semitic beliefs, faithful to their cultural anti- 
Semitic credo, considered the slaughter to be just. . . . [T]he perpetrators’ 
own convictions moved them to kill” Moreover, Goldhagen argues, 
these committed perpetrators did not simply represent a small minority 
of true believers selected from the broader German society — they were 
“neither martial spirits nor Nazi supermen.” On the contrary, Goldhagen 
claims that the “overall character of the [perpetrators’] actions can, indeed 
must be, generalized to the German people in general.”®? This ideological 
explanation of perpetrator behavior stands in stark contrast to the expla- 
nations focusing on the selection effects or situational pressures described 
above. 

Goldhagen points to two main strands of evidence to support this ar- 
gument. First, unlike the subjects of Milgram’s experiments, many Holo- 
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caust perpetrators appear to have been convinced that the orders they fol- 
lowed were just. Most of Milgram’s subjects seem to have recognized that 
the commands issued by the experimenter were morally wrong. As Mil- 
gram himself reported, “Many of the people studied in the experiment 
were in some sense against what they did to the learner, and many 
protested even while they obeyed. ... Some were totally convinced of 
the wrongness of what they were doing but could not bring themselves 
to make an open break with authority:’83 They complied with orders be- 
cause they felt the situation left them no other choice and because they 
believed they were not responsible, or at least would not be held respon- 
sible, for any harm that might result from their actions. 

This description clearly fails to capture the attitudes and behavior of 
many Holocaust perpetrators as conveyed in contemporary accounts of 
killing operations and sometimes as affirmed in the perpetrators’ own 
words. Most perpetrators of the Holocaust appear to have found their or- 
ders troubling and unpleasant, especially at first.8+ Yet many, perhaps 
even most, also seem to have believed the killing to be ultimately neces- 
sary and just. In private correspondence and in other situations that were 
not directly monitored by their superiors, rank-and-file perpetrators reg- 
ularly expressed their beliefs in the necessity of exterminating the Jews 
and other victims.8> The comments of one member of the SS involved in 
the killing of Russian Jews might be considered typical. In a letter to his 
family he wrote: 


We have to eat and drink well because of the nature of our work. . . . Oth- 
erwise we would crack up. . . . It’s not very pleasant stuff. . . it is a weak- 
ness not to be able to stand the sight of dead people; the best way to 
overcome it is to do it more often. Then it becomes a habit. . . . [T]he 
more one thinks about the whole business the more one comes to the 
conclusion that it’s the only thing we can do to safeguard uncondition- 
ally the security of our people and our future. I do not therefore want to 
think and write about it any further. . . . [E]verywhere we go we are 
looked upon with some degree of suspicion. That should not divert us 
from the knowledge that what we are doing is necessary. 86 


The second kind of evidence cited by Goldhagen and other proponents 
of ideological explanations is the fact that Holocaust perpetrators fre- 
quently appear to have exceeded their orders in anti-Jewish operations, 
obeyed commands to kill in the absence of direct supervision, or acted 
with unnecessary brutality toward their victims. Contemporary observers 
recorded numerous examples of perpetrators actively searching out Jews, 
faithfully carrying out orders even in the absence of direct supervision, 
and inventing gratuitous and appallingly grotesque cruelties to inflict 
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upon their victims.8” Contrary to the claims of many perpetrators fol- 
lowing the war, there is virtually no evidence to suggest that the refusal 
to obey orders to kill would have resulted in severe penalties.8° Indeed, 
as Browning’s research found, officers in some units involved in killing 
operations offered their men the option of not participating, yet the vast 
majority proceeded to kill. Thus, Goldhagen concludes that “the initia- 
tive that the perpetrators routinely showed in their cruel and lethal ac- 
tions towards the Jews, the zeal that characterized the Germans carrying 
out the retributive and exterminatory policy against European Jewry, can- 
not be accounted for by the conventional explanations.”®? This behavior, 
he asserts, can only be explained with reference to the perpetrators’ per- 
sonal convictions — their deep hatred of Jews and their acceptance of the 
Nazi ideology that necessitated and justified the extermination of every 
Jewish man, woman, and child. 

Goldhagen’s research provides ample historical evidence that many 
perpetrators of the Holocaust considered their savagery to be essentially 
just and that at least some perpetrators carried out their actions even in 
the absence of direct supervision or with excessive cruelty. Although few 
scholars would dispute this evidence, Goldhagen is correct to point out 
that these behaviors too often have been overlooked or minimized in pre- 
vious attempts to understand the behavior of Holocaust perpetrators. 
Upon closer examination, however, these facts are not sufficient to es- 
tablish what Goldhagen seeks to prove — that deeply held personal con- 
victions were the primary motivation for participation in the Holocaust 
and that such convictions were shared by the great majority of Germans. 

There are two main reasons to question Goldhagen’s conclusions. 
First, most rank-and-file perpetrators of the Holocaust —as opposed to 
the high military and political leaders who directed them — appear to have 
had a surprisingly shallow belief in the Nazi ideology that justified such 
brutality. Second, acts of gratuitous brutality and compliance with orders 
in the absence of direct supervision are not incompatible with the selec- 
tion effects and situational pressures described above, as Goldhagen 
claims they are. 


Shallow Beliefs 


Three main lines of evidence cast doubt on the independent role that per- 
sonal convictions played in inspiring the participation of most Holocaust 
perpetrators, suggesting instead that the beliefs that motivated many per- 
petrators of the Holocaust were relatively shallow. First, as Browning’s 
research reveals, many rank-and-file perpetrators appear to have lacked 
a deep understanding of the Nazi racial ideology that motivated the 
killings.?° One contemporary witness of another German police battal- 
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ion recalled that political conversations or expressions of virulent anti- 
Semitism were surprisingly rare among the men.”! Jürgen Matthaus’s 
study of some of these same police units concludes that while pervasive 
anti-Semitism probably facilitated participation in mass killing opera- 
tions, “there is little proof. . . [that these men] were driven solely or even 
to a significant extent by what Daniel Goldhagen calls ‘Nazi common 
sense. . . . [T]he impulse for murder seems to have come from a variety 
of factors more closely linked to specific surrounding circumstances than 
to an anti-Semitic grand design’? 

For the most part, the rank-and-file German soldiers involved in the 
mass killings seemed to understand little more than that Jews were infe- 
rior beings somehow responsible for much of the world’s problems and 
that they had to be exterminated for the good of Germany. A more thor- 
ough comprehension of the complex, “scientific” racial ideology of Nazi 
theoreticians was simply not necessary for the individual soldiers who 
helped carry out the final solution. Although many perpetrators of the 
Holocaust believed their actions to be just and necessary, most did not 
seem sufficiently enthusiastic about the killing that, were they given the 
opportunity, they would have ordered it themselves. They were willing, 
sometimes even eager, to go along with murder, but it probably would 
not have been their idea. 

The second observation that points to the shallowness of Holocaust 
perpetrators’ convictions is the powerful role that Nazi propaganda and 
indoctrination appears to have played in the shaping of these convictions. 
Although many Holocaust perpetrators believed their actions were justi- 
fied, their convictions often seem to have stemmed not from deeply held 
prior beliefs but from recently inculcated notions provided to them 
through propaganda that portrayed their victims as a serious threat and 
was specifically intended to promote acts of violence against them. To the 
extent that perpetrators’ convictions were influenced by indoctrination 
designed to promote violence, however, these convictions can hardly be 
seen as a primary cause of participation in the Holocaust. On the con- 
trary, these attitudes were the intended result of campaigns conceived by 
leaders who had already decided for their own reasons that genocide was 
both necessary and just. 

Unlike the perpetrators of the Holocaust, subjects in the Milgram ex- 
periment were not exposed to any form of indoctrination or propaganda 
designed to justify violence against their victims. The lack of any effort to 
provide subjects with a justification for why their victims deserved to be 
hurt may at least partially explain why Milgram’s subjects appear to have 
struggled with the morality of their actions much more than many Holo- 
caust perpetrators did. Milgram himself speculated that “in all likelihood, 
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our subjects would have experienced greater ease in shocking the victim 
had he been convincingly portrayed as a brutal criminal or pervert.”?? In 
fact, Milgram’s speculation would be tested directly several years later 
when a team of psychologists led by Albert Bandura extended Milgram’s 
basic research design to investigate the effects of dehumanizing the ex- 
periment’s “victim” in the eyes of the subject. Bandura found that even 
a brief dehumanizing characterization of the unseen learner/victims 
prompted his subjects to deliver substantially higher levels of shocks.?* 

How much more powerful, then, years of incessant Nazi propaganda 
must have been in facilitating violence against Jews.”° I have already de- 
scribed the powerful impact indoctrination had on highly specialized and 
intensely politicized units such as the SS Death’s Head Division. Evalu- 
ating the effects of propaganda outside such units is considerably more 
difficult. Few scholars claim that indoctrination alone could have turned 
German soldiers into fanatic Nazis, but few suggest that it had no effect 
at all. For example, Omer Bartov’s study of German Wehrmacht units, 
many of which were involved directly or indirectly in mass killing opera- 
tions, finds that soldiers’ beliefs in the necessity of the war and of its geno- 
cidal prosecution were shaped significantly by Nazi propaganda— both 
before and after the men entered the army. According to Bartov, a care- 
ful reading of soldiers’ letters home reveals the “profound impact of in- 
doctrination and propaganda on the soldiers’ psyche???° Indeed, there is 
“remarkable similarity between their terminology, modes of expression, 
and arguments and those which characterize the Wehrmacht’s propa- 
ganda.”?” He concludes that indoctrination and propaganda influenced 
soldiers in two related ways: 


First, it taught the troops totally to trust Hitler’s political and military 
wisdom, and never to doubt either the morality of his orders or the out- 
come of his prophecies. . . . Second, it provided the soldiers with an im- 
age of the enemy which so profoundly distorted their perception that 
once confronted with reality they invariably experienced it as what they 
had come to expect. Indoctrination thus served the double purpose of 
strongly motivating the troops and greatly brutalizing them, for it legit- 
imized both one’s own sacrifices and the atrocities committed against the 
enemy. . . . This does not mean that every individual German soldier was 
a committed National Socialist; rather, it is to say that the vast majority 
of troops internalized the distorted Nazi presentation of reality.?8 


Browning, on the other hand, questions the degree to which the mem- 
bers of the police battalion he studied grasped the more esoteric aspects 
of Nazi propaganda. He acknowledges, however, that propaganda likely 
facilitated the killing by inspiring an abstract hatred of Jews and by in- 
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corporating Jews into the perpetrators’ picture of the enemy. He writes: 
“Tf it is doubtful that most of the policemen [involved in the mass killing 
of Jews] understood or embraced the theoretical aspects of Nazi ideology 
as contained in SS indoctrination pamphlets, it is also doubtful that they 
were immune to . . . the incessant proclamation of German superiority 
and incitement of contempt and hatred for the Jewish enemy.” °° 

It is conceivable, however, that Nazi propaganda would have fallen on 
deaf ears had it not been for the preexisting prejudices and negative 
stereotypes against Jews that were prevalent in German society even be- 
fore the Nazis took power. In other words, if perpetrators’ preexisting be- 
liefs were not a cause of the Holocaust, perhaps they were a necessary 
precondition. Even scholars who have rejected German anti-Semitism as 
the sole or primary cause of the Holocaust have generally accepted this 
proposition. 10° 

Preexisting prejudices and stereotypes do contribute to the explanation 
of many important patterns and processes of the Holocaust, including the 
brutal behavior of the relatively small group of committed Nazi fanatics 
and the passivity of most other Germans. A third kind of evidence, how- 
ever, suggests that these attitudes may not have been even necessary 
preconditions for most rank-and-file perpetrators of the Holocaust. Per- 
petrators of the Holocaust killed not only Jews, against whom they clearly 
harbored preexisting prejudices, but also a wide array of defenseless civil- 
ians from nearly every country occupied by Germany during the war.!°1 
Jews were clearly the most important targets of Nazi violence. They were 
singled out for more complete, systematic annihilation and for more in- 
humane treatment than any other group. Yet German soldiers, police, and 
other functionaries proved willing to murder large numbers of non-Jew- 
ish civilians from countries including (but not limited to) Poland, the 
Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, Belgium, France, Greece, and Italy and from 
groups such as the Gypsies and the mentally and chronically ill within 
Germany itself. It could be argued that most Germans also possessed neg- 
ative attitudes regarding many of these groups (especially the Poles and 
Russians), but other victims were drawn from nationalities or ethnic 
groups that were never singled out by Nazi ideology and against which 
Germans seem to have had no history of preexisting prejudice. 

Mark Mazower, for example, describes an incident in which a German 
army unit received the order to assault the Greek village of Komeno in 
August 1943 in reprisal for an alleged partisan attack. 1°? The soldiers sur- 
prised the village at dawn while most people were still asleep. They pro- 
ceeded to massacre over half the population of the village—317 men, 
women, and children, all of them civilians. Not only is there no evidence 
that these soldiers harbored preexisting prejudices against Greeks per se, 
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many appear to have participated in the killing even though they felt that 
the action was immoral or even criminal. One soldier recalled that “al- 
most none [of the men] agreed with the action””!? Another told his com- 
manding officer that this was “the last time I take part in something like 
that. This was an obscenity which had nothing to do with fighting a 
war.’!4 A third soldier recalled that after the action, some men had con- 
sidered deserting, but ultimately “we fell back on the conclusion . . . that 
we had just obeyed orders? 1°95 

A similar massacre took place in June 1944 during the notorious 
reprisal raid against the French village of Oradour-sur-Glane. There, SS 
troops brutally murdered 642 people, including 190 children.1°° Again, 
there is little reason to suspect that this behavior reflected preexisting 
prejudices against French people as such. Even Italy, Germany’s close ally 
during the war, was not immune from Nazi reprisals. Indeed, as Michael 
Geyer has documented, Germany launched a “brutal war of annihilation 
[against much of occupied Italy], striking the civil population— men, 
women and children—in a frenzy of destruction” following Italy’s sur- 
render in 1943.!97 Thousands of Italian civilians and POWs were killed 
in cold blood by German soldiers during the course of this campaign.18 

It should be emphasized that, unlike the Jews, these victims were not 
killed as part of a campaign of systematic extermination of an entire group 
of people. For the individual soldier tasked with carrying out the mur- 
ders, however, the physical experience of killing defenseless men, women, 
and children must have been very similar. These kinds of operations 
against non-Jewish civilian populations were not confined to a few iso- 
lated incidents. Nor should they be attributed to the spontaneous actions 
of berserk soldiers driven to aggression by the psychological stresses of 
war. German forces perpetrated atrocities of this nature throughout oc- 
cupied Europe.!°? The violence reflected an explicit German policy de- 
signed to deter partisan activity by carrying out reprisals against civilian 
populations. 

According to some accounts, German perpetrators actually seem to 
have had less psychological difficulty in carrying out reprisals against sus- 
pected partisans than they did in exterminating Jews.!!° One Jewish 
survivor, who had extensive personal contacts with perpetrators while 
serving under a disguised identity as an interpreter for German forces in 
the Soviet Union, later recalled: “I think that the whole business of anti- 
Jewish moves, the business of Jewish extermination, they considered un- 
clean. The operations against the partisans were not in the same category. 
For them a confrontation with the partisans was a battle, a military move. 
But a move against the Jews was something they might have experienced 
as ‘dirty? ”111 
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These attitudes persisted despite the fact that, particularly on the 
eastern front, local Jewish populations were frequently singled out in 
partisan reprisals. Many perpetrators appear to have rationalized this 
contradiction by reasoning that Jews were likely to be communists and 
that communists, in turn, were likely to support the partisans.11* Those 
who did not believe in an innate Jewish-communist connection simply 
assumed that, given Germany’s official policies of anti-Semitism, Jews 
would have little choice but to join the partisans whether they were com- 
munists or not. 113 

Thus, if preexisting prejudices were a precondition for mass killing in 
Germany or elsewhere, Nazi atrocities against non-Jewish populations 
would seem to suggest that such attitudes need not be unusually severe 
to stimulate participation in violent acts. Prejudices and stereotypes of the 
kind that existed in Germany before the Nazi period unfortunately char- 
acterize relations between at least some groups in many, if not most so- 
cieties. As noted in chapter 1, most historians agree that Jews in a number 
of other European countries suffered greater prejudice and discrimina- 
tion than did Jews in Germany before the Nazi seizure of power. Like- 
wise, while many Germans probably did harbor negative attitudes about 
their Polish and Russian victims, there is little evidence that these atti- 
tudes were more extreme than those between countless other historical 
antagonists who did not engage in mass killing. These observations sug- 
gest that hatred or ideological convictions alone are neither universally 
necessary nor sufficient to explain the behavior of most perpetrators. 


Gratuitous Brutality and Unsupervised Compliance 


If most Holocaust perpetrators were neither deeply committed Nazis nor 
fanatical anti-Semites, how can we account for the numerous acts of gra- 
tuitous brutality that Holocaust perpetrators visited upon their victims? 
How can we explain the fact that most perpetrators complied with orders 
to kill even in the absence of direct supervision or the threat of severe pun- 
ishment? These behaviors would seem to represent a challenge to the ex- 
planations of perpetrator motivation offered in this chapter. Upon closer 
examination, however, such actions are entirely compatible with the se- 
lection effects and situational pressures described above. 

Given the central importance assigned to the brutality of German 
killers in ideological explanations of Holocaust perpetrators, it is note- 
worthy that Goldhagen and others have offered little evidence to indicate 
that this behavior represented the actions of more than a minority of the 
participants. Goldhagen claims that German cruelty “was nearly univer- 
sal” but he never attempts to quantify this assertion for any of the Ger- 
man units he studied.1!# Reliable evidence regarding the prevalence of 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


53 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


54 


FINAL SOLUTIONS 


brutality among Holocaust perpetrators is scarce, but there are significant 
indications that it was not nearly as common as Goldhagen suggests. 115 
Many Auschwitz survivors have reported that there were relatively few 
pure sadists — perhaps 5 or 10 percent—among SS guards.116 Indeed, 
one survivor went so far as to say that “nothing would be more mistaken 
than to see the SS as a sadistic horde driven to abuse and torture thou- 
sands of human beings by instinct, passion or some thirst for plea- 
sure. . . . Those who acted in this way were a small minority” 117 

Other accounts of the very same police units that Goldhagen studied 
indicate that zealous killers may have been relatively few. Browning’s re- 
search on several different German police units, for example, found only 
a minority (less than one third) of “enthusiastic killers” among the per- 
petrators.118 Most killers fell into a middle group “who performed as 
shooters and ghetto clearers when assigned but who did not seek oppor- 
tunities to kill (and in some cases refrained from killing, contrary to stand- 
ing orders, when no one was monitoring their actions)? !!° Another 
group, perhaps somewhere between 20 and 30 percent of the men, con- 
sistently refused or evaded orders to kill. 

Therefore, even if acts of gratuitous brutality reflected the deep anti- 
Semitism or fervent Nazi beliefs of those who committed them, the fact 
that such men appear to have been relatively few in number provides no 
evidence regarding the motivation of the majority of perpetrators or the 
attitudes of the broader public from which they were drawn. This level of 
brutality could simply be the result of a comparatively small group of 
sadists and true believers in the ranks. Such behavior might be expected 
from a minority of men even in units whose membership was not strongly 
influenced by selection for violence or fanaticism. 

Another explanation for the gratuitous brutality exhibited by these 
perpetrators, however, suggests that, for at least some individuals, exces- 
sive cruelty toward victims may not reflect deep hatreds or ideological 
fanaticism at all. Rather, as evidence from the psychological research de- 
scribed above suggests, under the “right” circumstances gratuitous bru- 
tality and unsupervised compliance with violent orders is to be expected 
from a certain percentage of normal men. Indeed, this conclusion was the 
central finding of Zimbardo’s prison experiment. Zimbardo’s guards un- 
derstood that their victims were simply college students like themselves 
and that, but for a toss of a coin, their roles might have been reversed. 
Neither direct supervision nor the threat of punishment can explain why 
Zimbardo’s guards chose to torture their victims, since Zimbardo never 
gave the guards instructions to do so in the first place.!*° Goldhagen dis- 
misses Stanley Milgram’s findings, claiming that they cannot account for 
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the gratuitous brutality and unsupervised compliance of many Holocaust 
perpetrators, but he fails even to address Zimbardo’s research. Yet, ac- 
cording to Browning, the spectrum of behaviors exhibited by the perpe- 
trators both he and Goldhagen studied bear “an uncanny resemblance” 
to the behavior of the guards in Zimbardo’s prison experiment. !?1 

The fact that excessive cruelty by German troops during the Second 
World War was not limited to actions against Jews also strongly suggests 
that gratuitous brutality can occur in the absence of ideological con- 
victions or passionate hatreds. Extreme brutality appears to have been 
characteristic of many German actions against non-Jewish civilian popu- 
lations. Mazower, for example, reports that “wanton cruelty — such as the 
deliberate mutilation of bodies” occurred during the massacre of Greek 
civilians at Komeno.1? Indeed, one participant in the Komeno massacre 
recalled having realized for the first time after the episode that there were 
“sadists” in his unit.1?% Torture and brutality were also common in anti- 
partisan actions in France and Italy.!?* Even ethnic Germans were not al- 
ways spared this kind of treatment. Rather, as Nikolaus Wachsmann 
found in his study of the Nazis’ policy of “annihilation through labor” of 
state prisoners and so-called asocials in the Mauthausen concentration 
camp, even these predominantly ethnic German inmates were subjected 
to “unimaginable brutality” and “senseless labor” before they were mur- 
dered.!25 

This nonideological cruelty often seems to emerge from a gradual 
process of brutalization that transforms a certain percentage of seemingly 
normal individuals into gratuitously violent killers. As Roy Baumeister 
has documented, evidence from both psychological and historical re- 
search on sadistic behavior indicates that most sadistic individuals do not 
appear to have started out that way.!*° On the contrary, most sadists were 
initially reluctant killers, repelled by violence and blood. Only gradually 
did they come to take pleasure in hurting others. Engaging in violence 
changed them, and the more they did it the easier it became. 

Participating in violence may have a transformative effect not only on 
the tendency to brutality but also on the perpetrators’ beliefs about their 
victims. Milgram found evidence of this disturbing process while de- 
briefing subjects of his experiment. He reported that “such comments as, 
‘he was so stupid and stubborn he deserved to get shocked’ were com- 
mon.” Since the behavior of virtually all of Milgram’s subjects indicated 
that they did not want to shock their victims, however, these statements 
were clearly post-hoc justifications. Thus, Milgram was drawn to con- 
clude that “once having acted against the victim, these subjects found it 
necessary to view him as an unworthy individual, whose punishment was 
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made inevitable by his own deficiencies of intellect and character? 1?7 The 
subjects of Milgram’s experiments did not hurt their victims because they 
hated them; they hated their victims because they had hurt them. 

This gradual transformation was readily apparent in the units studied 
by Goldhagen and Browning. !?8 The majority were initially repelled by 
what they were ordered to do. Yet most became inured to the blood and 
violence, and some even came to relish it. As Browning concludes, “even 
if the ‘ordinary Germans’ who were conscripted as reserve policemen did 
not go to the east exuding ideological commitment to National Social- 
ism and eager for the opportunity to kill Jews, when the deportations and 
killings began, most did as they were told and many were changed by the 
actions they undertook.”!?? 


Other Perpetrators 


Although the scholarly debate regarding the role that hatred and ideo- 
logical convictions play in motivating the perpetrators of mass killing has 
focused on the Holocaust, Goldhagen also speculates that these motiva- 
tions may be common to most perpetrators of mass killing.13° Few de- 
tailed accounts of the behavior of perpetrators of other cases of mass 
killing exist. Anecdotal evidence, however, strongly suggests that many 
of the same conclusions that apply to perpetrators of the Holocaust per- 
tain to perpetrators of other cases of mass killing. Most such perpetrators 
need not be true believers to be efficient killers. 

For example, in his research on the workers at the Khmer Rouge prison 
known as S-21, where thousands of Cambodians were brutally tortured 
and killed, David Chandler concludes that the situational pressures cited 
by Milgram and Zimbardo were largely responsible for motivating the 
perpetrators there.13! Most workers at S-21 did not fit the profile of 
deeply committed communist ideologues. Indeed, most of them had 
joined the Khmer Rouge less than two years before they began their work 
at S-21. As Chandler observes, for the most part “their exposure to revo- 
lutionary discipline, to say nothing of Marxist-Leninist ideas, had been 
hortatory, brief and haphazard:”!4? Yet these individuals quickly became 
capable torturers, inflicting indescribable and purely gratuitous cruelties 
on their victims. 

Deep political convictions seem an especially poor explanation for the 
behavior of the young and largely illiterate soldiers who carried out most 
of the Khmer Rouge mass killings in the countryside. It is highly unlikely 
that these perpetrators could have grasped the abstruse political ideology 
that motivated Pol Pot and his associates. As one observer of the brutal 
evacuation of Phnom Penh by the Khmer Rouge noted: “The common 
soldier did not appear to be very concerned about politics, Cambodia’s 
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future or other ideological questions. I had the impression that a lot of 
them didn’t know which group they belonged to. I felt that their fight- 
ing spirit and ability came more from rough discipline rather than from 
convictions. . . . [T]hey often seemed like animals being led into the field 
by the master?” 133 

Preexisting prejudices and negative stereotypes cannot be ruled out as 
a motive for the murder of some Khmer Rouge victims, especially the 
Vietnamese, but most of those who lost their lives were drawn from the 
same class and ethnic or social group as their executioners. +34 Preexist- 
ing hatreds could hardly have played a central role in the Khmer Rouge 
murder of the so-called “new people,” a derogatory term applied to a wide 
range of individuals including businessmen, city dwellers, foreigners, and 
virtually anyone with an education, since this group identity appears to 
have been manufactured out of whole cloth by Khmer Rouge ideolo- 
gists. 135 As in the Holocaust, propaganda and indoctrination probably 
played an important role in facilitating the murder of these innocent vic- 
tims. Thus, Chandler suggests that the young killers simply had “been 
trained to hate ‘enemies of the Organization’—the Americans, who 
bombed the country, the traitors allied to the Americans, and the city 
dwellers who had refused to join the revolution.”!3° 

Situational factors and shallow beliefs also appear to have been sufhi- 
cient motivation for many of the men who carried out the 1994 genocide 
in Rwanda. As Gérard Prunier argues: “If the notion of guilt presupposes 
a clear understanding of what one is doing at the time of the crime, then 
there were at that time . . . a lot of ‘innocent murderers? ” For many of 
the perpetrators, he writes, “the political aims pursued by the masters of 
this dark carnival were quite beyond their scope?”!37 To encourage par- 
ticipation in the killing, the organizers of the genocide orchestrated a 
campaign of propaganda and misinformation. 138 According to Helen M. 
Hintyjens: 


State propaganda was designed to raise the hackles of the Bahutu [Hutu] 
population, and, during the early stages of the genocide there is little ev- 
idence of overt hostility from Bahutu towards their Batutsi [Tutsi] neigh- 
bors and relatives. Such hatred and fear was sometimes latent, and could 
be manipulated, but more commonly it was deliberately created in the 
context of well-prepared massacres . . . ethnic conflict was quite deliber- 
ately engineered in the run-up to the genocide.19? 


Such a campaign hardly would have been necessary if most Hutu 
killers were already firmly convinced of the righteousness of the genocide. 
This conclusion is reinforced by the numerous reports documenting that 
Hutu extremists often had to resort to force, including executions, in or- 
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der to compel civilians to kill.14° Indeed, a comprehensive inquiry car- 
ried out by the human rights group African Rights concludes that “most 
Hutu who complied [with orders to kill] were reluctant accomplices” and 
that “many [Tutsi] survivors readily admitted that [many Hutu]. . . were 
reluctant murderers.”!4! The architects of the genocide apparently did 
not trust even Rwanda’s regular army to play its part in the slaughter, 
sometimes deploying extremist militias behind army units to ensure the 
army’s compliance during the genocide. 142 


Combat Motivation 


Other compelling evidence for the influence of situational factors comes 
not from cases of mass killing, but from the behavior of soldiers in com- 
bat. If the willingness of human beings to kill others in the service of shal- 
low ideas and beliefs seems inconceivable, one need only reflect upon the 
willingness of soldiers throughout history to offer up their own lives in 
pursuit of such goals.!*% Most scholars of combat motivation have con- 
cluded that soldiers are driven more powerfully by small-group dynam- 
ics — primarily the desires to protect fellow soldiers, conform to group 
expectations, and avoid the appearance of cowardliness — than by an ide- 
ological commitment to the goals of the war.144 Some scholars have 
found a more central role for factors such as ideology, patriotism, and na- 
tionalism, but even these authors tend to stress that the origin of such at- 
titudes often lies in systematic state propaganda, not deep, preexisting 
convictions.!45 Thus, as Gwynne Dyer concludes in his study of men in 
combat, although many soldiers “do feel the need for some patriotic or 
ideological justification for what they do . . . which nation, which ideol- 
ogy, does not matter: men will fight as well and die as bravely for the 
Khmer Rouge as for ‘God, King, and Country? Soldiers are the instru- 
ments of politicians and priests, ideologues and strategists, who may have 
high moral purposes in mind, but the men down in the trenches fight for 
more basic motives? 146 

History provides numerous examples of soldiers’ willingness to risk 
their lives for political or military goals they barely comprehend, some- 
times on distant battlefields in countries that, before the war began, they 
might not have been able to identify on a map. The behavior of soldiers 
during the infamous battles on the western front during the First World 
War is particularly illuminating in this regard. At bloody battles such as 
Verdun and the Somme, hundreds of thousands of French and British 
soldiers willingly walked into no-man’s land and a wall of German ma- 
chine gun and artillery fire. Members of the British cavalry adopted the 
motto “We’ll do it; what is it?”!47 

There can be little doubt that these men believed in the justness of the 
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allied cause, but after a few months at the front, the average infantryman 
understood that a frontal attack on German lines could not succeed and 
that he probably would be cut down within minutes of leaving his trench. 
Soldiers who may still have harbored hopes for success at the Somme 
were quickly disabused. More than twenty thousand British soldiers were 
killed on the first day of battle, most in the first hour of the attack.!48 

One British brigadier general described the participation of his troops 
in one such advance with a perverted sense of approval: 


They advanced in line after line, dressed as if on parade, and not a man 
shirked going through the extremely heavy barrage, or facing the ma- 
chine gun and rifle fire that finally wiped them out. . . . [I] saw the lines 
which advanced in such admirable order melting away under the fire. Yet 
not a man wavered, broke the ranks, or attempted to come back. . . . [I] 
have never seen, indeed could never have imagined, such a magnificent 
display of gallantry, discipline and determination. 14? 


A British sergeant, on the other hand, described a similar attack in quite 
different terms: 


That was a stupid action, because we had to make a frontal attack on 
bristling German guns and there was no shelter at all. . . . We knew it was 
pointless, even before we went over—crossing open ground like that. 
But you had to go. You were between the devil and the deep blue sea. If 
you go forward, you'll likely be shot. If you go back, you’ll be court-mar- 
tialed and shot. . .. What can you do? Even before we went over, we 
knew this was death. . . . It was ridiculous. There was no need for it. It 
was just absolute slaughter. 15° 


These surreal scenes led the military historian John Keegan to com- 
ment that “there is something Treblinka-like about almost all accounts of 
[the Somme], about those long docile lines of young men, shoddily uni- 
formed, plodding across a featureless landscape to their own extermina- 
tion” 151 

Perhaps this extraordinary level of compliance among the British sol- 
diers would be easier to understand if these men were defending them- 
selves or their homes. Yet these soldiers knew that they were relatively safe 
in their trenches. Britain itself never faced a serious threat of invasion dur- 
ing the First World War. In addition to more than 740,000 British soldiers 
killed in the First World War, tens of thousands of men each from Canada, 
Australia, India, and the United States, none of whom would have faced 
any immediate physical danger from the war raging thousands of miles 
away, also proved willing to die in a conflict that began over the assassi- 
nation of a monarch in a tiny province of Austria-Hungary. If individuals 
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are willing to give up their own lives under these circumstances, it is per- 
haps less remarkable to discover that they are also capable of killing others. 


MORAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR MAss KILLING 


Some readers will undoubtedly find the conclusion that many perpetra- 
tors of mass killing manage to carry out their bloody work in the absence 
of deep personal convictions or hatreds of their victims a difficult one to 
accept. This reluctance may reflect a general human tendency to discount 
the effect of situational pressures in influencing the behavior of others. 
Indeed, so common is the failure to appreciate the power of these vari- 
ables that social psychologists refer to this mistake as the “fundamental 
attribution error? !5? However uneasy it makes us feel, the “just follow- 
ing orders” defense so often advanced by perpetrators of mass killing may 
also be an accurate description of the behavior of many of these cold- 
blooded killers — although it is hardly an excuse for murder. 

In light of these observations, it may be tempting to conclude that only 
a few powerful leaders deserve condemnation for mass killing and that 
participants in this violence, or bystanders in the societies in which it oc- 
curs, are somehow morally excused for their actions. This conclusion 
must be rejected. Mass killing would not be possible without the active 
participation of at least a small group of people in acts of brutal violence 
and, in most cases, without widespread public passivity or indifference to 
the killing. This behavior cannot be excused simply because it 1s com- 
monplace.!53 Although compliance with authority and public passivity 
may be the rule, history also provides notable examples of individuals 
who have refused to carry out immoral orders or to stand by while killing 
took place —often at great personal risk. Human beings may be influ- 
enced by powerful situational pressures, but each of us remains individ- 
ually responsible for his or her own actions. 

Our reaction to the foregoing discussion, therefore, must not be to di- 
minish our moral condemnation of those who participate in mass killing, 
or those who simply decline to resist it, on the grounds that they were 
following orders or that others likely would have acted same way in the 
same situation. Rather, we should take heed of the fact that the capacity 
for violence —or indifference to violence directed at others — exists in 
nearly all human beings and societies. This capacity can be a powerful and 
therefore tempting tool for those in a position to call upon it. 


THE POWER OF THE FEW 


The evidence presented in the chapter indicates that mass killing does not 
require the active support of most people in the societies in which it takes 
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place. The individuals charged with carrying out such violence may do so 
even in the absence of a deeply held prior commitment to its goals or a 
profound hatred of their victims. These findings have powerful implica- 
tions for our understanding of mass killing. In particular, they highlight 
the decisive role that small groups or even individual leaders can play in 
the causal process of these episodes of violence. Although the goals and 
motives of political and military leaders sometimes closely reflect the so- 
cieties they govern, often they do not. While democratic processes tend 
to select leaders who represent the broad interests of their societies, most 
regimes that have launched campaigns of mass killing did not attain 
power through democratic means. 

Scholars have frequently remarked on the powerful influence that 
small groups or individual leaders have wielded over many of history’s 
most infamous examples of genocide and mass killing.15+ Of course, 
these groups or individuals did not carry out mass killing on their own. 
Yet, in many cases, historians have argued convincingly that these bloody 
episodes would never have occurred without the instigation of specific 
leaders. The unique ideas, beliefs, strategies, and even personalities of 
these leaders, in other words, often constitute necessary conditions for 
mass killing. In this chapter and the preceding, I have tried to demon- 
strate that the remaining permissive conditions necessary for mass killing 
have been relatively common across states, cultures, and time. Even when 
leaders with an interest in violence have found such conditions absent, it 
has been remarkably easy to create them. 

Most historians of the Holocaust, for example, seem to concur with 
Milton Himmelfarb’s simple yet compelling thesis—“no Hitler, no 
Holocaust”!5° As Michael Marrus’s review of Holocaust scholarship 
concludes: 


Hitler was the principal driving force of anti-Semitism in the Nazi move- 
ment from the earliest period. . . . Anti-Semitism was central because 
Hitler determined that it should be so. . . . Neither the existence of anti- 
Jewish traditions in Germany, the commitments of Nazi party leaders, 
nor the beliefs of the extensive Nazi following in the German population 
required the murder of the Jews. Put otherwise, anti-Semitism in Ger- 
many may have been a necessary condition for the Holocaust, but it was 
not a sufficient one. In the end it was Hitler, and his own determination 
to realize his anti-Semitic fantasies, that made the difference.!5° 


Similarly, historians generally accept that the Great Terror in the So- 
viet Union would not have occurred without the personal influence of 
Stalin himself. As Robert Conquest concludes: “The nature of the whole 
Purge depends in the last analysis on the personal and political drives of 
Stalin. . . . The revolution of the Purges still remains, however we judge 
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it, above all Stalin’s personal achievement:”!57 Nor have scholars found 
it easy to imagine China’s bloody Cultural Revolution without the per- 
sonal influence of Mao Zedong. Thus, Harry Harding writes: “it is no ex- 
aggeration ... to conclude that the principal responsibility for the 
Cultural Revolution — a movement that affected tens of millions of Chi- 
nese — rests with one man. Without a Mao, there could not have been a 
Cultural Revolution”?°8 

In the case of Rwanda, scholars generally agree that the impetus for the 
killing originated with a small group of fanatical Hutu leaders. Gérard 
Prunier, for example, holds that the organizers of the genocide were “on 
the lunatic fringes of radical Hutu extremism,” part of “a small tight 
group, belonging to the regime’s political, military and economic Elite 
who had decided through a mixture of ideological and material motiva- 
tion radically to resist political change which they perceived as threaten- 
ing.”!5° By one estimate, no more than two dozen senior officials were 
responsible for orchestrating the genocide. 160 

Not only have leaders of such brutal regimes often conceived of and 
carried out their murderous policies without the active support of the ma- 
jority of their societies, many have viewed the very idea that their policies 
ought to be responsive to the will of the people with utter contempt. 
Lenin, after all, was not only the father of Russia’s bloody Red Terror but 
also the progenitor of the concept of the “vanguard of the proletariat.” 
Writing in 1917, Lenin declared: “In times of revolution it is not enough 
to ascertain the ‘will of the majority? No—one must be stronger at the de- 
cisive moment, in the decisive place, and win. Beginning with the me- 
dieval ‘peasant war’ in Germany . . . until 1905, we see countless instances 
of how the better organized, more conscious, better armed minority im- 
posed its will on the majority and conquered it?161 

Even Hitler was willing to acknowledge that the Nazi party did not 
rely on popular support to accomplish its rise to power. On the contrary, 
the centerpiece of Hitler’s political philosophy was the “Führer Principle,” 
a doctrine that mandated unquestioning obedience to a single leader. 16? 
Throughout his political career, Hitler’s explicit strategy had been to re- 
cruit the most radical elements in society and use them to lead public 
opinion and the nation down the path he had chosen. Thus, looking back 
on his rise to power in 1944, he reminded his generals: “I set up my fight- 
ing manifesto and tailored it deliberately to attract only the toughest and 
most determined minority of the German people at first. . . . [T]hen the 
moment will come where there'll be this minority on the one side and the 
majority in the other— but this minority will be the one that makes his- 
tory, because the majority will always follow where there’s a tough mi- 


nority to lead the way:?!©3 
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Enver Pasha, the leader of the “Young Turk” regime responsible for the 
Armenian genocide, suggested not only that he understood the power- 
ful role that small groups had played in the rise of his regime but that his 
fear of the disproportionate power of such groups may actually have been 
one reason behind his decision to initiate the genocide. As he told the 
American ambassador Henry Morganthau: “You must remember that 
when we [the Young Turks] started this revolution in Turkey there were 
only two hundred of us. . . . It is our experience with revolutions which 
makes us fear the Armenians. If two hundred Turks could overturn the 
government, than a few hundred bright, educated Armenians could do 
the same thing. We have therefore deliberately adopted the plan of scat- 
tering them so that they can do us no harm?”!64 

The power that small groups or individuals can wield over episodes of 
mass killing is perhaps no better illustrated than by the frequency with 
which such episodes have come to a halt when murderous regimes have 
been overthrown or individual leaders have died. Mass killings carried 
out by Nazi Germany, Japan, Cambodia, and Rwanda ceased practically 
overnight when the regimes that initiated them were overthrown by mil- 
itary force. Of course, bringing an end to mass killing by these particular 
regimes required war and extended military occupation by outside mili- 
tary forces. More revealing is the abrupt cessation of decades of mass 
killing in the Soviet Union and China following the deaths of Stalin and 
Mao. These two leaders were replaced not by foreign invasions but rather 
by high-ranking members of their own political parties. Nikita Khru- 
shchev and Deng Xiaoping were hardly role models for democratic lead- 
ership. Each had played a supporting role in at least some of the violent 
episodes initiated by their predecessors. Neither man was afraid to use 
harsh methods to crush internal dissent. Nevertheless, their explicit crit- 
icisms of Stalin and Mao’s brutal excesses, their reversals of many of their 
predecessors’ radical policies, and the much less violent character of their 
own rule all strongly suggest that if these leaders had governed in the 
place of Stalin and Mao, the innocent people of the Soviet Union and 
China would have experienced far less suffering. The fact that no leader 
of the Soviet Union or China since the deaths of Stalin and Mao has spon- 
sored violent campaigns on anything like the scale of these tyrants sug- 
gests that both men failed to represent the goals and interests of their 
respective regimes, let alone those of the broader societies over which 
they governed. 

The powerful influence of individuals and small groups in mass killing 
not only diminishes the utility of broad social factors in predicting when 
and where this violence will occur, it also magnifies the role of idiosyn- 
cratic factors in the causal path leading to mass killing. The road to power 
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of some of history’s most brutal regimes was paved not by immutable his- 
torical processes or macro-level social structures but by serendipity, con- 
tingency, and historical fluke. As Henry Ashby Turner documents, the 
rise of the Nazi party in Germany was by no means preordained.!© It 
would not have been possible without a great deal of luck and the re- 
peated bungling of Weimar leaders. Just days before Hitler assumed the 
chancellorship, few of his contemporaries expected his bid for power to 
succeed. Even after it did, many doubted his ability to hold on to power 
for long. It is easy to imagine how events might have taken a radically 
different turn. If they had, Turner argues, a major war might still have oc- 
curred, but the Holocaust and many of the more terrible aspects of the 
Second World War almost certainly would have been avoided.166 Im- 
personal historical forces may provide the conditions that make such 
events possible, but they do not make them inevitable or even likely. 


These conclusions suggest that the search for the causes of mass killing 
should begin with the capabilities, interests, ideas, and strategies of 
groups and individuals in positions of political and military power and 
not with factors that predispose societies to produce such leaders. Pow- 
erful groups may achieve their influential positions because the public 
staunchly supports them, because the public is indifferent, or because 
other centers of political and military power in their societies are too weak 
or too inept to effectively oppose them. Whatever their path to power, 
groups that have managed to attain it have likely also achieved the pre- 
requisite capabilities for mass killing. 

Focusing on the goals and interests of groups already in or near posi- 
tions of power, on the other hand, does not mean that it is impossible to 
anticipate mass killing. Groups with violent agendas often remain in or 
near power for extended periods before launching mass killing. Hitler 
governed Germany for more than eight years before he launched the 
Holocaust. His violent anti-Semitism was well known for years before he 
achieved power. Likewise, the Khmer Rouge began implementing their 
violent policies of “rural reform” in remote areas of Cambodia before they 
seized power over the entire country in 1975. Even Pol Pot’s policy of emp- 
tying cities had been presaged in 1973 when the Khmer Rouge began to 
systematically burn rural villages in the effort to force peasants into new 
agricultural collectives.1©7 

In Rwanda, the radical group of Hutu leaders responsible for the 1994 
genocide was not in full control of the government and military until af- 
ter the killing began. Nevertheless, Hutu extremists had occupied many 
high-ranking positions within the regime. Their radical political agenda 
was widely understood within Rwanda prior to the genocide. Some had 
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even been openly calling for a policy of mass murder. 168 The Hutu mili- 
tias responsible for much of the killing in 1994 had been carrying out 
small-scale massacres against Tutsi civilians for more than two years be- 
fore the genocide began. In the months preceding the genocide, a wide 
range of warning signs suggested that massive violence, if not genocide, 
was imminent. 16° 

Contemporary observers often have been aware of the violent ideas, 
plans, statements, and even actions of future perpetrators of mass killing, 
but too frequently they have failed to take these warnings seriously. As 
Michael Barnett writes of the failure of the international community to 
heed the warning signs in Rwanda: “Few dared to imagine the apocalyp- 
tic possibility of genocide. Genocide is not simply a low probability form 
of violence that ranks at the bottom of any list of violent alternatives. It 
resides outside the realm of human imagination.”!7° Since threats of vi- 
olence are far more common than mass killing, it is easy to dismiss them 
as mere bluster. 171 

By learning to recognize the specific kinds of goals, beliefs, and situa- 
tions that make leaders likely to consider mass killing, however, we may 
be better able to discriminate between empty threats and those that indi- 
cate a more significant possibility of mass killing. The remaining chapters 
of this book, therefore, are devoted to identifying and understanding the 
factors and conditions that contribute to leaders’ decisions to launch mass 


killing. 
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3. THE STRATEGIC LOGIC 
OF MASS KILLING 


To identify societies at high risk for mass killing, I have suggested, we 
must first understand the specific goals, ideas, and beliefs of powerful 
groups and leaders, not necessarily the broad social structures or systems 
of government of the societies over which these leaders preside. A few 
leaders cannot implement mass killing alone, but perpetrators do not 
need widespread social support in order to carry it out. A tiny minority, 
well armed and well organized, can generate an appalling amount of 
bloodshed when unleashed upon unarmed and unorganized victims. 
Levels of hatred, discrimination, or ideological commitment common to 
many societies are sufficient to recruit the relatively small number of ac- 
tive supporters needed to carry out mass killing and to encourage the pas- 
sivity of the rest of society. 

These conclusions suggest that we will best understand the causes of 
mass killing when we study the phenomenon from a “strategic” perspec- 
tive. Rather than focusing on the social structures or psychological mech- 
anisms that might facilitate public support for mass killing, a strategic 
approach seeks to identify the specific situations, goals, and conditions 
that give leaders incentives to consider this kind of violence. I contend 
that mass killing occurs when powerful groups come to believe it is the 
best available means to accomplish certain radical goals, counter specific 
types of threats, or solve difficult military problems. From this perspec- 
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tive, mass killing should be viewed as an instrumental policy calculated to 
achieve important political and military objectives with respect to other 
groups — a “final solution” to its perpetrators’ most urgent problems. 

Because mass killing is a means to an end, it is rarely a policy of first re- 
sort. Perpetrators commonly experiment with other, less violent or even 
conciliatory means in the attempt to achieve their ends. When these 
means fail or are deemed too costly or demanding, however, leaders are 
forced to choose between compromising their most important goals and 
interests or resorting to more violent methods to achieve them. Regard- 
less of perpetrators’ original intentions or attitudes toward their victims, 
the failure or frustration of other means can make mass killing a more at- 
tractive option. 

It is important to emphasize that a strategic understanding of mass 
killing does not imply that perpetrators always evaluate objectively the 
problems they face in their environment, nor that they accurately assess 
the ability of mass killing to resolve these problems. Human beings act 
on the basis of their subjective perceptions and beliefs, not objective re- 
ality. Indeed, the powerful role that small groups and individuals play in 
the conception and implementation of policies of mass killing can amplify 
the influence of misperceptions in promoting such violence. The often 
misguided and sometimes outrightly bizarre ideas and beliefs of perpe- 
trator groups can persist at least in part because they usually are shielded 
from the critical scrutiny of a wider audience. A profound obsession with 
secrecy, frequently engendered by years spent in political or military op- 
position, is common in perpetrator organizations and tends to exacerbate 
misperceptions. 

A strategic approach to mass killing, therefore, suggests only that per- 
petrators are likely to employ mass killing when they perceive it to be both 
necessary and effective, not when it is actually so. In many cases, the threat 
posed by the victims of mass killing is more imagined than real. The Jews 
of Europe, after all, posed no conceivable threat to Germany in the 1930s. 
This reality mattered little, however, since Germany’s leaders were stead- 
fastly convinced of the contrary, and they possessed the power to act on 
their convictions. Perpetrators also frequently have overestimated the ca- 
pacity of mass killing to achieve their goals, especially in the long term. 
While mass killing can be a powerful political or military strategy, it also 
can be decidedly counterproductive, even from the point of view of those 
who instigate it. In practice, the use of massive violence has often back- 
fired, diverting scarce resources away from real threats, provoking in- 
creased resistance from victim groups, mobilizing third parties on behalf 
of the victims, or discrediting the ideologies in the service of which it has 
been employed. 
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Mass killing failed to achieve its perpetrators’ objectives, at least in the 
long run, in all of the cases examined in this book. In the Soviet Union, 
China, and Cambodia communist leaders resorted to mass killing in an 
effort to force peasants to accept new, supposedly more productive means 
of agriculture. While the violence succeeded in coercing the peasantry, it 
also resulted in massive starvation, the near collapse of the economy, and 
eventually contributed to the decision to abandon radical communist 
agricultural methods. In Turkey, Nazi Germany, and Rwanda perpe- 
trators used mass killing to eliminate perceived threats from ethnic 
minorities. In each case, the task of murdering defenseless civilians drew 
resources away from ongoing wars, contributing to major military de- 
feats. During the civil war in Guatemala and the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan, mass killing was intended to destroy civilian support for in- 
surgent movements. In Afghanistan, the violence simply drove millions 
to support the rebels and provoked increased international opposition to 
the Soviet occupation. In Guatemala, the tactic was more successful in 
the short run, but popular resentment of the military government re- 
mained high and the regime ultimately was forced to negotiate with the 
rebels and implement democratic reforms. 


A TypoLtocy oF Mass KILLING 


Rationality and Mass Killing 


Many scholars have noted that mass killing and genocide can often ap- 
pear rational from the perspective of the perpetrator. Peter du Preez, for 
example, contends that “there is a ‘rationality of genocide’ just as there is 
a rationality of business or athletics or war or science”! Likewise, Roger 
Smith writes that “genocide is a rational instrument to achieve an end”? 
More specifically, a number of scholars have pointed out that genocide 
can sometimes be motivated by the rational calculation that systematic vi- 
olence will serve to counter real or perceived threats posed by victims or 
help to implement specific kinds of ideologies.’ 

Unfortunately, few scholars have gone beyond simply suggesting the 
potential rationality of genocide and mass killing to identify the specific 
conditions under which mass killing is most likely to appear necessary and 
effective to its perpetrators. Why, in other words, is mass killing a ratio- 
nal way to respond to some threats and implement some ideologies but 
not others? Helen Fein, for example, argues that many cases of genocide 
result from the violent repression of victim groups rebelling against se- 
vere discrimination.* Rebellion, however, is a far more common phe- 
nomenon than mass killing. Fein does not attempt to explain why mass 
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killing is used to repress some rebellious groups and not others.> With- 
out this knowledge, we can neither fully understand the “rationality” of 
genocidal repression nor anticipate with confidence where and when it is 
most likely to occur. 

My research, like these authors’, also suggests that perpetrators may 
view mass killing as a rational way to counter threats or implement cer- 
tain types of ideologies. I argue, however, that perpetrators are likely to 
perceive mass killing as an attractive means to achieve these and other 
ends only in very specific circumstances and under very specific condi- 
tions. I have identified six specific motives — corresponding to six “types” 
of mass killing — that, under certain specific conditions, appear to gener- 
ate strong incentives for leaders to initiate mass killing. 

These six motives can be grouped into two general categories. First, 
when leaders’ plans result in the near-complete material disenfranchise- 
ment of large groups of people, leaders are likely to conclude that mass 
killing is necessary to overcome resistance by these groups or, more rad- 
ically, that mass killing is the only practical way to physically remove these 
groups or their influence from society. I refer to this general class as “dis- 
possessive” mass killings. Second, mass killing can become an attractive 
solution in military conflicts in which leaders perceive conventional mil- 
itary tactics to be hopeless or unacceptably costly. When leaders’ efforts 
to defeat their enemies’ military forces directly are frustrated, they face 
powerful incentives to target the civilian populations they suspect of sup- 
porting those forces. I refer to this class of mass killing as “coercive” mass 
killings. 

The specific real-world scenarios in which each type of mass killing oc- 
curs, as well as several selected historical examples of each scenario, are 
presented in table 1. I will briefly describe each of the types of mass killing 
in this table in subsequent sections of this chapter. 

Of the six types mass killing, three have accounted for the majority of 
episodes of mass killing as well as the greatest number of victims in the 
twentieth century: communist mass killings, ethnic mass killings, and 
counterguerrilla mass killings. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 describe the general 
causes of these types of mass killing in greater detail and apply the strate- 
gic perspective to explain several prominent historical episodes of each 


type. 


Conditionality 

Although the scenarios described in this chapter generate powerful in- 
centives for mass killing, they do not invariably provoke it. A variety of 
intervening variables may act to increase or decrease leaders’ incentives or 
capabilities to launch mass killing and, consequently, the likelihood that 
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TABLE I 
A Typology of Mass Killing 





Motive/Type Scenario Examples* 





DISPOSSESSIVE MASS KILLING 





Communist Agricultural Soviet Union (1917—53) 
collectivization and China (1950-76) 
political terror Cambodia (1975-79) 
Turkish Armenia (1915—18) 
Ethnic Ethnic cleansing The Holocaust (1939-45) 
Rwanda (1994) 
Colonial enlargement European colonies in North 
and South America 
Genocide of the Herero in 
Territorial German South-West 
Africa (1904-7) 
Expansionist wars German annexation of western 


Poland (1939-45) 
COERCIVE MASS KILLING 





Counterguerrilla Guerrilla wars Algerian war of independence 
from France (1954-62) 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 
(1979-88) 

Ethiopian civil war (1970s and 
1980s) 

Guatemalan civil war (1980s) 

Terror bombing Allied bombings of Germany 

and Japan (1940-45) 
Starvation blockades/siege Allied naval blockade of 


warfare Germany (1914-19) 
Terrorist Nigerian land blockade of 
Biafra (1967-70) 
Sub-state/insurgent FLN terrorism in Algerian war 
terrorism of independence against 


France (1954-62) 
Viet Cong terrorism in South 
Vietnam (1957-75) 
RENAMO terrorism in 
Mozambique (1976-92) 
Imperialist Imperial conquests and German occupation of 
rebellions Western Europe (1940-45) 
Japan’s empire in East Asia 
(1910-45) 





Note: This typology does not exhaust the entire universe of motives for mass killing in the twentieth century, but 
it does appear to account for the great majority of these episodes. At least two notable cases—the mass killing of 
between 250,000 and 1,000,000 people in Indonesia in 1965 and the mass killing of between 100,000 and 
500,000 people in Uganda under Idi Amin from 1971 to 1979—do not appear entirely consistent with any of the 
motives described in this book. 

*Selected examples only, not a complete list of all instances of mass killings within each category. Some exam- 
ples combine aspects of more than one motive. 
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mass killing will occur. Although it is not possible to identify all of the 
factors and conditions that affect the likelihood of mass killing, I have at- 
tempted to identify some of the most significant intervening variables by 
analyzing the history of a number of less violent examples of the scenar- 
ios listed in table 1. I list these conditions at the end of each section be- 
low. It is important to note that these are not merely ad hoc lists of factors 
derived from specific historical cases. Rather, these conditions are in- 
fluential precisely because each of them directly or indirectly influences 
the specific causal mechanisms implicated by the strategic theories de- 
scribed in this chapter — increasing or decreasing the availability of less vi- 
olent strategies, or raising or lowering the impediments to mass killing. 

Some of these conditions, such as the perpetrators’ physical capability 
to carry out mass killing, the size of the potential victim group, and the 
ability of potential victims to flee to safety, are relevant to all types of mass 
killing. Other conditions apply only to specific scenarios. Conditions 
affecting the likelihood of communist mass killing, ethnic mass killing, 
and counterguerrilla mass killing are described in detail in chapters 4, 5, 
and 6. 


DISPOSSESSIVE MASS KILLINGS 


Dispossessive mass killings are the result of policies that, by design or by 
consequence, suddenly strip large groups of people of their possessions, 
their homes, or their way of life. These kinds of policies do not aim at 
mass killing as such, but in practice their implementation often leads to 
It. 

My research identifies three major types of dispossessive mass killing 
in the twentieth century. First, regimes seeking to achieve the radical com- 
munization of their societies have forced vast numbers of people to sur- 
render their property and abandon their traditional ways of life. Second, 
racist or nationalist regimes have forced large groups of people to relin- 
quish their homes and possessions during the “ethnic cleansing” of cer- 
tain territories. Third, the territorial ambitions of colonial or expansionist 
powers have often stripped preexisting populations of their land and 
means of subsistence. 


A Note on the Role of Ideology in Dispossessive Mass Killing 

Several of the cases categorized in this book as dispossessive mass killings 
have been described as ideological mass killings/genocides by other au- 
thors. Indeed, few scholars who have studied genocide and mass killing 
have failed to comment on the central role that ideology has played in 
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some of the twentieth century’s bloodiest mass killings. In particular, the 
ideology of ruling elites played a central role in the mass killings of com- 
munist states such as the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia and of 
explicitly racist states such as Nazi Germany. Various authors have sug- 
gested that the most dangerous ideologies are those that seek national 
purification, dehumanize other ethnic groups, place national security 
above all other goals, or expound a political formula that excludes victim 
groups from the larger community or nation.® 

From a strategic perspective, however, what the ideologies that lead to 
mass killing share is not their specific content but the magnitude, scope, 
and speed of the changes they force upon large groups of people. The de- 
sire to implement such radical changes may stem from ideological doc- 
trines calling for a revolutionary transformation of the economic or 
demographic composition of society, but it may also stem from more 
“pragmatic” concerns, such as the effort to eliminate specific kinds of po- 
litical or military threats, or the attempt to colonize and repopulate ter- 
ritories already inhabited by large numbers of people. Whatever its 
fundamental motivation, the effort to impose extremely radical changes 
on the lives of large numbers of people often results in the near-total ma- 
terial or political disenfranchisement of existing social groups. 

Radical ends, however, require radical means. Leaders attempting to 
implement such sweeping agendas soon discover, or simply anticipate, 
that members of disenfranchised groups will not cooperate with the im- 
plementation of a new social order in which they stand to loose their 
livelihood, their homes, or their very way of life. Massive violence may 
be required to force such radical changes upon large numbers of people. 
Under these circumstances, leaders may simply decide that the victim 
group must be totally annihilated, or that killing large numbers of them 
is necessary to enforce compliance from the group and deter surviving 
members from mounting further resistance. Even if victim groups can be 
forced to submit, the process and aftermath of such radical changes, of- 
ten involving the sudden relocation of vast numbers of people or the dis- 
ruption of traditional modes of subsistence, can take a staggering toll in 
human life. 

Despite the deadly consequences of the ideological, political, or terri- 
torial goals that motivate dispossessive mass killings, it is important to 
understand that these goals seldom, if ever, seek the killing of victim 
groups as an end in itself. This conception of the role of ideology in mass 
killing would simply lead to the tautological conclusion that groups en- 
gage in mass killing because they want to engage in mass killing. Rather, 
I contend that dispossessive mass killings occur when perpetrators con- 
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clude that this kind of violence is the most practical strategy to accom- 
plish specific political or military objectives short of mass killing. These 
objectives may call for an open assault on the way of life of victim groups, 
for their segregation or even physical removal from society, but they do 
not amount to killing for killing’s sake. In fact, as we shall see in chapter 
4, mass killings in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia resulted from 
the effort to implement policies that communist leaders believed would 
ultimately improve the lives all citizens, including the social groups 
whose existence was most severely disrupted by them. In the eyes of com- 
munist leaders, violence became a necessary expedient because these 
groups failed to rise above their narrow “class consciousness” to appreci- 
ate the benefits of communist society. 


Communist Mass Killing 


The most deadly mass killings in history have resulted from the effort to 
transform society according to communist doctrine. Radical communist 
regimes have proven so exceptionally violent because the changes they 
have sought to bring about have resulted in the nearly complete material 
dispossession of vast numbers of people. Radical communist policies 
have extended well beyond the restriction of personal and political free- 
doms characteristic of authoritarian or dictatorial regimes. The most rad- 
ical communist regimes have attempted to bring about the wholesale 
transformation of their societies, often including the abrupt destruction 
of traditional ways of life and means of production, and the subordina- 
tion of personal choices and daily activities to the dictates of the state. Not 
surprisingly, many people have chosen to resist these drastic changes. 
Faced with the choice between moderating their revolutionary goals to 
allow for voluntary change and forcing change on society using whatever 
means necessary, communist leaders like Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot opted 
for mass killing over compromise. 

Mass killings associated with the collectivization of agriculture and 
other radical communist agricultural policies provide the most striking 
examples of this process. Communist agricultural policies like collec- 
tivization have tended to go hand in hand with mass killing because, more 
than any other communist program, these policies have stripped vast 
numbers of people of their most valued possessions — their homes and 
their way of life. The imposition of radical communist agricultural poli- 
cies on the peasantry of the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia resulted 
in millions of deaths. Many victims were executed outright in the effort 
to crush real or suspected resistance to the socialization of the country- 
side, but most died in the massive famines sparked by collectivization. 
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Communist leaders did not deliberately engineer these famines, as some 
have suggested, but they did use hunger as a weapon by directing the 
worst effects of the famines against individuals and social groups per- 
ceived to oppose collectivization. 

In addition to violence associated with communist agricultural poli- 
cies, communist mass killings have also taken the form of bloody intra- 
party purges and attacks on social and cultural elites, intellectuals, and 
members of opposition political parties. The Great Terror in the Soviet 
Union and the Cultural Revolution in China represent the most notori- 
ous examples of this kind of communist political terror. 

Almost all governments face some form of domestic political opposi- 
tion, so what explains the exceptional violence of these communist states? 
I argue that, like collectivization, these purges were motivated by the de- 
sire of leaders to eliminate perceived resistance to the communist trans- 
formation of society. Communist leaders feared opposition to their 
radical policies not only in the countryside but also among intellectuals 
and even members of the communist party itself. Indeed, the most sav- 
age political purges in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia were 
driven in large part by the effort to eliminate real and perceived opposi- 
tion to the regimes’ radical agricultural policies within the communist 
party. In the eyes of Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot, the achievements of com- 
munism remained extremely fragile long after the revolution. Perhaps 
even more than they had in the collectivization campaigns in the coun- 
tryside, however, communist leaders vastly inflated the extent and influ- 
ence of their political enemies during the purges. The pseudo-Marxist 
belief that resistance to communism was motivated by one’s class con- 
sciousness — an attribute that was difficult or impossible to change — lead 
to the prophylactic targeting of entire social groups and family members 
of suspects, a practice that massively expanded the scope of the terror. 


Communist mass killing is more likely 


e the higher the priority that communist leaders assign to the radical 
transformation of society 

e the more the communization of society results in the dispossession of 
large numbers of people 

e the more rapidly communist leaders seek to implement dispossessive 
policies 

e the greater the physical capabilities for mass killing possessed by the 
regime 

e the fewer and more difficult the options for victims of communist 
policies to flee to safety 
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TABLE 2 
Communist Mass Killings in the Twentieth Century 








Location-Dates Description Additional Motives Deaths 
Soviet Union (1917-23) Russian Civil War and Counterguerrilla 250,000- 
Red Terror 2,500,000 
Soviet Union and Collectivization, Great Counterguerrilla 10,000,000- 
Eastern Europe Terror, occupation/ 20,000,000 
(1927-45) communization of Baltic 
states and western Poland 
China (including Land reform, Great Leap Counterguerrilla 10,000,000- 
Tibet) (1949-72) Forward, Cultural 46,000,000 
Revolution, and other 
political purges 
Cambodia (1975-79) Collectivization and political Ethnic 1,000,000- 
repression 2,000,000 





POSSIBLE CASES* 





Bulgaria (1944-?) Agricultural collectivization 50,000-— 
and political repression 100,000 
East Germany Political repression by 80,000- 
(1945—°?) Soviet Union 100,000 
Romania (1945—?) Agricultural collectivization 60,000- 
and political repression 300,000 
North Korea Agricultural collectivization Counterguerrilla 400,000- 
(1945—?) and political repression 1,500,000 
North and South Agricultural collectivization 80,000- 
Vietnam (1953—?) and political repression 200,000 





Note: All figures in this and subsequent tables are author’s estimates based on numerous sources. 

* Episodes are listed under the heading “possible cases” in this and subsequent tables when the available evi- 
dence suggests a mass killing may have occurred, but documentation is insufficient to make a definitive judg- 
ment regarding the number of people killed, the intentionality of the killing, or the motives of the perpetrators. 


Ethnic Mass Killing 


Ethnic, national, or religious groups may become preferential targets in 
any of the types of mass killing described in this book. In these pages, 
however, “ethnic mass killings” are distinguished from the other types of 
mass killing by the explicitly racist or nationalist motives of the perpetra- 
tors. Ethnic mass killing, I argue, is not simply the result of perpetrators’ 
bitter hatred of other ethnic groups, or of a racist ideology that calls for 
the extermination of these groups as such. Ethnic mass killing has deeper 
roots in perpetrators’ fears than in their hatreds. I find that mass killing is 
most likely to occur when perpetrators believe that their ethnic oppo- 
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nents pose a threat that can be countered only by physically removing 
them from society, in other words, by implementing a policy of ethnic 
cleansing. This perception may be shaped by perpetrators’ ideological be- 
liefs about other ethnic groups, as it was in Nazi Germany, but it may also 
be a reaction to real, if almost always misperceived or exaggerated, threat- 
ening actions of some victim group members, as it was in Rwanda in 
1994. In many cases, a combination of ideological beliefs and real-world 
conflicts seem to shape perpetrators’ perceptions of victim groups. 

The decision to engage in ethnic cleansing, however, is not always a de- 
cision to perpetrate mass killing. Ethnic cleansing and mass killing are of- 
ten conflated in popular parlance, but they are not synonymous. Ethnic 
cleansing refers to the removal of certain groups from a given territory, a 
process that may or may not involve mass killing. Nevertheless, like com- 
munist policies such as collectivization, large-scale ethnic cleansing fre- 
quently has been associated with mass killing because it often results in the 
near-complete material dispossession of large groups of people. Violence 
is often required to force people to relinquish their homes and their pos- 
sessions. Even after victims have been coerced into flight, the process and 
aftermath of large population movements itself can be deadly. 

The bloodiest episodes of ethnic mass killing, however, occur when 
leaders conclude that they have no practical options for the physical relo- 
cation of victim groups. In such cases, perpetrators may see violent re- 
pression on a massive scale as the only way to meet the perceived threat 
posed by their victims. The killing may be designed to deprive the victim 
group of its ability to organize politically or militarily by eliminating its 
elites, intellectuals, or males of military age. At the most extreme, perpe- 
trators may conclude that systematic extermination is the only available 
means to counter the threat. Ethnic mass killing, therefore, is best seen as 
an instrumental strategy that seeks the physical removal or permanent 
military or political subjugation of ethnic groups, not the annihilation of 
these groups as an end in itself. 


Ethnic mass killing 1s more likely 


e the greater the threat that racist or nationalist leaders believe is posed 
by their ethnic, national, or religious adversaries 

e the fewer and less practical the policies other than ethnic cleansing 
that racist or nationalist leaders believe will counter the perceived 
threat posed by their victims 

e the more rapidly ethnic cleansing is carried out 

e the greater the number of people subjected to ethnic cleansing 

e the greater the physical capabilities for mass killing possessed by the 
racist or nationalist regime 

e the fewer and more difficult the options for victims to flee to safety 
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TABLE 3 
Ethnic Mass Killings in the Twentieth Century 
Location-Dates Description Additional Motives Deaths 
Turkey (1915-18) Genocide of Armenians Counterguerrilla 500,000- 
1,500,000 
Soviet Union Deportation of nationalities | Counterguerrilla 300,000- 
(1941-53) 600,000 
Germany Genocide of Jews and other 5,4.00,000— 
(1939-45) Nazi race enemies 6,800,000 
Yugoslavia Ustasha violence against Counterguerrilla 350,000- 
(1941-45) Serbs 530,000 
Eastern Europe Post-WW II expulsion of 2,000,000-— 
(1945-47) ethnic Germans from 2,300,000 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
Yugoslavia, and elsewhere 
India (1947-48) Partition of India 500,000- 
1,000,000 
Bangladesh (1971) Partition of East Pakistan 500,000— 
3,000,000 
Burundi (1972) Genocide of Hutu Counterguerrilla 100,000- 
200,000 
Bosnia-Herzegovina Ethnic cleansing of Counterguerrilla 25,000- 
(1990-95) Muslims from Bosnia 155,000 
Rwanda (1994) Genocide of Tutsi Counterguerrilla 500,000- 
800,000 





Territorial Mass Killing 

The third general motive for dispossessive mass killing arises when pow- 
erful groups attempt to resettle territories already inhabited by large, pre- 
existing populations. Unlike the ethnic mass killings described above, 
perpetrators of territorial mass killing do not seek to cleanse a given ter- 
ritory of its inhabitants because they believe these people themselves pose 
a threat, but rather because perpetrators want to populate (and usually 
cultivate) the land with their own people. As with ethnic mass killings, 
however, territorial mass killing occurs because the process and aftermath 
of rapidly removing large numbers of people from their homes often in- 
volves considerable violence. 

Territorial mass killings have emerged in two closely related scenarios. 
First, mass killing can result when settler colonies attempt to expand their 
territory into regions already populated by indigenous people.’ This sce- 
nario has occurred primarily in colonial settings, most notably in the Eu- 


ropean colonies of North and South America and to a lesser extent in 
Africa. 
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Not all colonists, however, have annihilated the indigenous peoples 
they encountered. Even states that have engaged in mass killing in some 
of their colonies have conducted themselves more humanely in others. 
What separates these “peaceful” colonies from the ones that have resorted 
to mass killing? The answer often seems to depend upon the nature of the 
colonial economy and its relationship to the indigenous population. 

In agricultural economies, particularly those with an emphasis on 
grain production or herding, land is an extremely valuable asset. The eco- 
nomic structure of indigenous societies, however, may also depend heav- 
ily on access to large amounts of land. Many colonies do not encompass 
enough high-quality land to support both a land-hungry agrarian econ- 
omy and the preexisting indigenous population. In such cases, the set- 
tlers’ desire for more and more land has tended to push the colony into 
conflict with indigenous populations. Indigenous efforts to resist colo- 
nial expansion have prompted increasingly violent responses from the 
settlers, sometimes escalating to mass killing. Where surplus land is avail- 
able, colonists have sometimes attempted to relocate indigenous people 
to distant or unwanted parts of the colony. Even in these cases, however, 
the outcome is often bleak. Violence commonly has been required to 
force indigenous people to abandon their homes and traditional territo- 
ries. The displacement of large populations has often proved deadly, as 
the relocation of the Cherokee Indians in 1838 on the infamous “trail of 
tears” powerfully demonstrated.8 Even those who have managed to sur- 
vive relocation frequently have faced starvation, disease, and depredation 
by other groups in their new territories. 

This deadly competition for land played a major role in the destruction 
of many indigenous tribes of America.” According to David Stannard, 
“since the colonizing British, and subsequently the Americans, had little 
use for Indian servitude, but only wanted Indian land. . . straightforward 
mass killing of the Indians was deemed the only thing to do??? Not all 
economies, however, are so economically dependent upon land. Non- 
agricultural forms of production require relatively little land but are of- 
ten dependent on a cheap and plentiful source of labor. Indigenous 
people have often fulfilled this function. Indigenous people can also pro- 
vide important markets for goods and have even provided soldiers for 
colonial armies. 

Two French colonies in North America provide telling examples of 
how the economic relationship between colonists and indigenous peo- 
ples can influence the likelihood of mass killing. +? In what is now Canada, 
the Huron people became an integral part of France’s fur trade, serving 
as guides and skilled trackers for the French. French trappers relied on 
Huron villages for supplies and protection from other Indians. The 
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French and the Hurons maintained a relatively peaceful relationship un- 
til the Huron were decimated in a war with the Iroquois in 1649. The re- 
lationship between the French and the Natchez people of the lower 
Mississippi, on the other hand, ended in the annihilation of the Natchez 
by the French colonists. In the lower Mississippi, the French planned a 
large colony based on agriculture. They imported slaves from Africa for 
their servants and laborers. The Natchez people simply stood in the way 
of expanding French plantations. When the Natchez would not abandon 
their land peacefully, the French decided to remove them by force. By 1731 
the Natchez had ceased to exist.12 

The second major scenario of territorial mass killing results when states 
engaged in wars of expansion seek to resettle areas already densely popu- 
lated and developed by others. Perhaps the most horrific example of this 
kind of mass killing occurred during the Second World War as Germany 
attempted to expand its territory into Poland, Russia, and other Eastern 
European states. This effort to acquire Lebensraum (living space) for Ger- 
many’s population was one of Hitler’s primary obsessions, rivaled in im- 
portance only by his interrelated campaign to rid Europe of the Jews. 
Hitler’s plans called for physically removing many existing populations 
and repopulating the land with ethnic German farmers. In some places, 
German occupiers temporarily spared the conquered populations for use 
as slave labor during the war, but German plans called for the eventual re- 
location of tens of millions of Eastern Europeans. 

German occupation had its most devastating effect in occupied Poland 
where colonization by German settlers began almost immediately fol- 
lowing the German invasion in 1939.13 Hitler designated vast swaths of 
Polish territory for near-total ethnic cleansing (of both Poles and Jews) 
and annexation by the Reich. Hitler never planned the systematic mur- 
der of all Poles, but the effort to subjugate and dispossess the entire na- 
tion nevertheless proved predictably violent. As Walther von Brauchitsch, 
the German army commander in chief, explained in a letter to a hesitant 
subordinate, “The solution of ethnic-political tasks, necessary for secur- 
ing German living space and ordered by the Führer, had necessarily to 
lead to otherwise unusual, harsh measures against the Polish population 
of the occupied area.”!* Hitler ordered Polish political, military, and cul- 
tural leaders executed for fear that they would organize resistance to the 
occupation. At least 750,000 Poles and Jews were forced from the Ger- 
man-annexed territories of western Poland alone to make room for hun- 
dreds of thousands of German settlers from across Eastern Europe. 15 By 
the end of the war more than 22 percent of the prewar Polish population 
was dead.1!° 

The German occupation of France and the Low Countries, on the 
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other hand, reveals how different ends contributed to the utilization of 
different means. German military and police forces occupied French ter- 
ritory with the intention of exploiting its natural resources and labor as 
part of the effort to increase German war production. Hitler, however, 
never intended to colonize large portions of Western Europe. German vi- 
olence in the west followed the more selective patterns associated with 
imperialism and the suppression of guerrilla resistance movements (I de- 
scribe these motives for mass killing in subsequent sections). The German 
occupation in the west was hardly benevolent. The Nazis deported Jews 
and Gypsies to death camps as they did throughout Europe. German 
forces executed tens of thousands of non-Jews for resisting the occupa- 
tion and deported hundreds of thousands for temporary forced labor in 
Germany, where many perished. Yet, compared to the near-complete dev- 
astation wrought by the German occupation in the east, Western Euro- 
pean populations fared considerably better. 

Territorial mass killing appears to have become much less common in 
the last hundred years than it was in previous centuries. Unfortunately, 
this trend is probably not the result of a general moral conversion among 
colonial or expansionist powers. Rather, it seems to reflect two historical 
trends. First, by the turn of the century, European violence and disease 
had already decimated many indigenous populations and European set- 
tlement had already expanded to the territorial limits of most major set- 
tler colonies. Second, especially since the end of the Second World War, 
the conquest of territory seems to have become less important for na- 
tional security and economic prosperity, providing fewer incentives for 
expansionist wars.17 


Territorial mass killing is more likely 


e the higher the priority perpetrators assign to repopulating new 
territories 

e the smaller the ratio of usable land per colonist resettled in new 
territories 

e the greater the number of people already residing in colonized 
territories 

e the more rapidly perpetrators seek to relocate existing populations 

e the greater the physical capabilities for mass killing possessed by the 
perpetrators 

e the fewer and more difficult the options for victims to flee to safety 
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TABLE 4 
Territorial (Colonial and Expansionist) Mass Killings 
in the Twentieth Century 








Location-Dates Description Additional Motives Deaths 

Namibia Genocide of Herero Counterguerrilla 60,000-— 
(1904-7) and Nama 65,000 

Eastern Europe Nazi territorial Counterguerrilla, 10,000,000- 
(1939-45) expansion imperialist 15,000,000 





COERCIVE Mass KILLINGS 


Sometimes mass killing is simply war by other means. Coercive mass 
killings occur in major armed conflicts when combatants lack the capa- 
bilities to defeat their opponents’ military forces with conventional mili- 
tary techniques. When such conflicts threaten highly important goals, 
leaders must search for alternative means to defeat their adversaries. Un- 
der such circumstances, military and political leaders may conclude that 
the most effective way to achieve victory is to target the civilians that they 
suspect of providing material and political support to their adversaries’ 
military forces. Perpetrators of this kind of mass killing usually do not 
seek to exterminate entire populations; rather, they use massive violence 
and the threat of even greater violence to coerce large numbers of civil- 
ians or their leaders into submission. When more “selective” mass killing 
fails to dissuade civilian supporters or induce surrender, however, coer- 
cive mass killing can escalate to the genocidal targeting of suspect ethnic 
groups or the enemy populations of entire geographical regions.!8 

I divide coercive mass killings into three major types: counterguerrilla, 
terrorist, and imperialist. 


Counterguerrilla warfare 


Mass killing can become an attractive strategy for governments engaged 
in counterguerrilla warfare. Although many observers have characterized 
mass killing in counterguerrilla warfare as the result of the actions of 
undisciplined, frustrated, or racist troops, the strategic approach suggests 
that counterguerrilla mass killing is a calculated military response to the 
unique challenges posed by guerrilla warfare. 

Unlike conventional armies, guerrilla forces often depend on the local 
civilian population for food, shelter, and supplies. Guerrillas also depend 
on the local population to reveal information about enemy outposts and 
troop movements and as a form of “human camouflage” into which guer- 
rillas can blend to avoid detection. Thus, according to Mao Zedong’s fa- 
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mous analogy, “the guerrillas are as the fish and the people the sea in 
which they swim.”!? 

Civilian support can be a major source of strength for guerrilla armies, 
but it can also be a weakness. Regimes facing guerrilla opponents either 
at home or abroad have sometimes been able to turn the guerrillas’ de- 
pendency on the local population to their own advantage. Unlike the 
guerrillas themselves, the civilian support network upon which guerrillas 
rely is virtually defenseless and impossible to conceal. Some regimes have 
found it easier, therefore, to wage war against a guerrilla army by depriv- 
ing it of its base of support in the people than by attempting to target the 
guerrillas directly. In the terms of Mao’s analogy, this strategy seeks to 
catch the fish by draining the sea. Not surprisingly, this strategy of coun- 
terinsurgency has frequently resulted in mass killing. 

Theorists of counterguerrilla warfare have often advocated “selective” 
violence targeted only against those who provide active support for the 
guerrillas. In practice, however, such distinctions have been difficult to 
maintain. As I describe in detail in chapter 6, counterguerrilla warfare has 
often been characterized by reliance on indiscriminate tactics such as “free- 
fire zones,” the intentional destruction of crops, livestock and dwellings, 
massive programs of population resettlement, and the use of torture and 
large-scale massacres designed to intimidate guerrilla supporters. 

Guerrilla warfare, of course, has been one of the most common forms 
of combat in the twentieth century. Although it has seldom spared civil- 
ian populations, in most cases it has not provoked mass killing by coun- 
terinsurgent forces. As I document in chapter 6, when leaders believe that 
the guerrillas are not receiving significant support from the local popula- 
tion or do not pose a threat to the regime’s critical goals or interests, they 
have little reason to order the killing of large numbers of civilians. 


Counterguerrilla mass killing is more likely 


e the greater the threat that perpetrators believe guerrillas pose to vital 
interests 

e the more significant the support perpetrators believe that guerrillas 
receive from the civilian population 

e the greater the difficulties the perpetrators encounter in defeating the 
guerrillas with less violent means 

e the greater the numbers of people who reside in areas of guerrilla 
activity 

e the greater the physical capabilities for mass killing possessed by the 
perpetrators 

e the fewer and more difficult the options for victims to flee to safety 
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TABLE 5 


Counterguerrilla Mass Killings in the Twentieth Century 
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Location-Dates Description Additional Motives Deaths 
Philippines US occupation of the 100,000- 
(1899-1902) Philippines 200,000 
China Nationalist repression 6,000,000- 
(1927-49) in Chinese civil war 10,000,000 
Spain Nationalist violence in Terrorist 185,000- 
(1936-43?) Spanish civil war 410,000 
Algeria Algerian war of 70,000- 
(1954—63) independence from France 570,000 
Sudan Suppression of southern Ethnic 250,000— 
(1956-71) Sudanese 500,000 
Tibet Suppression of Tibetan Communist 65,000- 
(1959-60) rebellion 90,000 
Iraq (1963-91) Suppression of Kurdish 85,000— 
rebellions 265,000 
Guatemala Guatemalan civil war 100,000- 
(1966-85) 200,000 
Ethiopia Ethiopian civil Communist 500,000— 
(1974-91) war 1,000,000 
Angola Angolan civil war 60,000— 
(1975-2002) 375,000 
Indonesia Suppression of East 100,000- 
(East Timor) Timorese secession 200,000 
(1975-99) 
Afghanistan Soviet invasion and Communist 950,000— 
(1978-89) occupation 1,280,000 
El Salvador Salvadoran civil war 4.0,000- 
(1979-92) 70,000 
Sudan Suppression of southern Ethnic 1,000,000- 
(1983-2002) Sudanese 1,500,000 
Somalia Suppression of Isaaq Ethnic 50,000— 
(1988-91) clan/SNM 60,000 
E Burundi Suppression of Hutu Ethnic I100,000— 
5 (1993-98) 200,000 
z Russia (Chechnya) Suppression of Chechen 55,000- 
E (1994-2000) secession movement 60,000 
< 
g POSSIBLE CASES 
a 
A Tanzania (German Suppression of Maji- 200,000- 
Ž Southwest Africa) Maji uprising 300,000 
3 (1905-7) 
8 Vietnam (1945-54) French suppression 60,000— 
3 of Vietminh guerrillas 250,000 
O 
Ə 
5 continued 
> 
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TABLE 5 
continued 





POSSIBLE CASES 





Colombia “Conservative” violence Terrorist 50,000— 

1948-58) against “Liberals” in 150,000 
Colombian civil war 

Vietnam U.S. and South II10,000— 
South) Vietnamese suppression 310,000 
1965-75) of NLF 

Cambodia U.S. invasion-bombardment Terrorist 30,000- 
1969-73) of Cambodia 150,000 

Uganda Suppression of suspected 100,000- 
1979-87) NRA supporters 300,000 








Mass Killing as Mass Terror 

A second scenario of coercive mass killing occurs when combatants en- 
gaged in protracted wars of attrition search for means to swiftly end the 
war. As in counterguerrilla killings, leaders may choose to target enemy 
civilians in the hopes of coercing surrender without having to defeat the 
enemy’s military forces directly. During times of war, of course, civilians 
often become victims of famine, disease, and exposure or perish in the 
crossfire of opposing forces. These deaths, though tragic, do not qualify 
as mass killing as defined above because they are not intended by either 
party. Combatants may also target civilians intentionally, however, when 
leaders come to believe that bringing the conflict directly to the enemy 
civilian population will spread terror, break enemy morale, destroy en- 
emy economic productivity, or spark rebellions inside enemy territory. 
The ultimate goal of this type of mass killing is simple — to speed the end 
of the war. 

For lack of a better term, I refer to episodes of mass killing motivated 
by these kinds of goals as terrorist mass killings. Like most definitions of 
terrorism, this terminology focuses on the deliberate use of violence 
against civilian targets in the effort to coerce political change.?° Unlike 
many conceptions of terrorism, however, this terminology encompasses 
terrorist violence conducted by states, and explicitly includes such vio- 
lence when it occurs during war.?? 

The advent of strategic air and missile power in the second half of this 
century has rendered the strategy of terror during war an especially at- 
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tractive and extremely destructive weapon. During the Second World 
War, Britain and the United States intentionally bombed German cities 
in an effort to weaken German public support for the war and force an 
early surrender. In the early stages of the war, British civilian and military 
leaders considered the possibility of using air power to attack Germany’s 
military forces and industrial assets without targeting civilians, but they 
soon discovered that these techniques were not technically practical.?? 
British strategic bombing planners ultimately decided that in order to 
crush the German will to fight, the Allies “must achieve two things: first, 
we must make [German towns] physically uninhabitable and, secondly, 
we must make the people conscious of constant personal danger. The im- 
mediate aim is therefore two-fold, namely to produce: (i) destruction; 
and (ii) the fear of death.”?3 By 1942 the British government had directed 
the Royal Air Force to abandon its efforts to conduct precision bombing 
of military and industrial targets and stated that “a primary object” of 
RAF bombing raids should be “the morale of the enemy civil popula- 
tion”?4 

In public, of course, the allies were careful to justify their attacks by 
claiming that the raids were intended to destroy German war industries 
or military targets. The high proportion of incendiary bombs used by the 
allies, however, casts doubt on whether military targets were the first pri- 
ority of these operations.? As for industrial targets, while the destruction 
of German industry was undoubtedly the primary objective of some at- 
tacks, many cities without significant industrial resources were also de- 
stroyed.?ć Arthur Harris, the head of the RAF Bomber Command, 
admitted in his memoirs that the destruction of several factories in the 
devastating 1943 raid on Hamburg — an attack that killed more than forty 
thousand people — had been “a bonus.”?7 By the end of the war, British 
and American bombing probably killed between 300,000 and 600,000 
civilians in Europe.?® 

Long-range bombers and missiles may have perfected the instruments 
of terror warfare, but the strategy of targeting enemy civilians in the effort 
to force a military surrender is probably as old as war itself. Military forces 
throughout history have relied on the practice of siege warfare and the 
use of starvation blockades to achieve the same effect. Famine is often an 
unintended consequence of war, but it too can be used as a military tool, 
like the bombing of cities, to induce capitulation without a conventional 
military victory.?? During the First World War, for example, more than 
250,000 people died of starvation and malnutrition when the British 
blockaded Germany and Austria-Hungary in an effort to starve them into 
surrender.?° More recently, at least half a million people died in the late 
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1960s when Nigeria blockaded food supplies to the eastern part of the 
country, which was attempting to secede.31 

In addition to strategic bombing and siege warfare, powerful sub-state 
insurgent groups have sometimes used coercive mass killing to terrorize 
their enemies, typically colonial governments and their loyalists among 
the native population. By killing large numbers of civilians from specifi- 
cally targeted groups, these insurgents hope to achieve their political 
goals without directly engaging the superior military forces of their ene- 
mies. Algerian resistance groups relied heavily on this strategy during 
their war for independence from France, killing almost seventy thousand 
people— nearly all of them native Algerians.3? Communist guerrillas in 
Vietnam also utilized mass terror in their fight for liberation against 
France and the United States.33 

The incentives to resort to mass terror probably exist in most major 
conflicts, particularly for the weaker side. Yet terrorist mass killing has re- 
mained relatively rare compared to the number of conflicts waged in the 
last century. Three main factors seem to account for this pattern. First, 
many groups simply lack the physical capabilities needed to implement a 
military strategy of mass terror. While I have argued that mass killing does 
not require large or highly capable forces in the absence of organized re- 
sistance, terrorist mass killings take place during war and are often directed 
against civilian groups protected by substantial military organizations of 
their own. Large, expensive, and technologically sophisticated forces are 
often required to overcome or bypass enemy military defenses and kill 
civilians in large numbers. Few states throughout history, for example, 
have possessed the military forces necessary to carry out large-scale strate- 
gic bombing campaigns or to implement effective starvation blockades 
even if they wished to do so. 

Sub-state groups, in particular, have seldom been able to muster the 
capabilities and organization necessary to carry out violence on the pace 
and scale of mass killing as defined in this book. Sub-state terrorism may 
be a “weapon of the weak,” but mass killing through terrorism has eluded 
even the most determined international terrorist organizations. The in- 
creasing ease with which weapons of mass destruction, especially biolog- 
ical weapons, can be produced and delivered to their targets, however, 
seems likely to increase the capabilities of sub-state groups to carry out 
mass killing in the future. 

Second, because mass killing can be a risky and costly strategy, even 
groups that possess the means to carry out mass terror have employed it 
only rarely. Mass killing can be counterproductive if it draws in concerned 
third parties, alienates important allies, or provokes international sanc- 
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tions. Policies such as strategic bombing can backfire, stiffening the re- 
solve of enemy populations and making surrender less likely.2* As a re- 
sult, most leaders would prefer to wage war with conventional means if 
possible. Combatants see mass killing as necessary and attractive only in 
the most desperate conflicts. In most wars, at least one combatant has the 
ability to win with means short of mass killing. Coercive mass killing be- 
comes likely, therefore, only under the unusual circumstances in which 
the perpetrators’ military forces are capable of killing large numbers of en- 
emy civilians but incapable of conventional military victory. Paradoxi- 
cally, then, groups that can marshal the forces to carry out a strategy of 
mass terror may actually have fewer reasons to utilize it, since groups with 
such formidable capabilities will often have the means to win without re- 
sorting to this kind of violence. While the weaker side in any major con- 
flict may have an incentive to escalate to mass killing, it will seldom have 
the capabilities needed to carry it out against a militarily superior oppo- 
nent. 

Finally, when both parties to a conflict have the capability to wage a 
campaign of mass terror against each other, a state of mutual deterrence 
may prevail, further limiting the incidence of this kind of violence. Sub- 
state terrorist or guerrilla groups are particularly vulnerable to the threat 
of retaliation in kind, since they often lack the capability to defend their 
supporters from government repression.*° 


Terrorist mass killing is more likely 


e the more the perpetrators believe the conflict threatens their vital 
interests 

e the more the perpetrators believe that their enemies cannot be readily 
defeated with conventional means 

e the greater the number of people who reside in territories engaged in 
conflict with the perpetrators 

e the greater the physical capabilities for mass killing possessed by the 
perpetrators 

e the less effective the capabilities for retaliation the perpetrators 
believe that victims possess 

e the less the perpetrators believe that mass killing will provoke the 
intervention of other powers 

e the fewer and more difficult the options for victims to flee to safety 
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TABLE 6 


Terrorist Mass Killings in the Twentieth Century 

















Location-Dates Description Additional Motives Deaths 
Germany Allied blockade of 250,000— 
(1914-18) Germany in WW I 425,000 
China (1927-49) Communist terror in Communist 1,800,000- 
Chinese civil war 3,500,000 
Spain (1936-39) Republican terrorism in Communist 20,000-— 
Spanish civil war 55,000 
United Kingdom German bombardment 60,000— 
1940-45) of UK in WW II 62,000 
Germany Allied bombardment of 300,000- 
1940-45) Germany in WW II 600,000 
Japan American bombardment of 268,000- 
1942—45) Japan in WW II 900,000 
Algeria FLN terrorism 70,000— 
1954-63) 235,000 
Vietnam NLF (Viet-Cong) terrorism Communist 45,000- 
1954-75) in Vietnam war 80,000 
Nigeria Suppression of secession Counterguerrilla? 450,000- 
1967-70) of Biafra 2,000,000 
Angola UNITA terrorism 125,000- 
1975-2002) 560,000 
Mozambique RENAMO terrorism in 100,000— 
1975-1992) Mozambican civil war 700,000 
Algeria Civil war/antigovernment 75,000— 
1992-2002) terrorism 150,000 
POSSIBLE CASES 
North Korea U.S./R.O.K. bombing and Counterguerrilla 500,000-— 
(1950-54) other killing in Korean War 1,500,000 
Colombia Liberal violence against 50,000- 
(1948-58) conservatives in Colombian 150,000 
civil war 
Iraq Economic embargo of Iraq 80,000- 
(1990-97) by UN/U.S. (prior to “oil 170,000 


for food” program) 





Imperialist Mass Killing 
The third scenario of coercive mass killing is closely linked to empire. Im- 
perial powers have garnered a well-deserved reputation for the brutal 
treatment of civilian populations. The Roman empire, the Aztec empire 
in Central America, Nazi Germany’s empire in Europe, and Japan’s em- 
pire in China and Korea each perpetrated mass killing against at least 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


THE STRATEGIC LOGIC OF MASS KILLING 


some of their conquests. Like territorial mass killing, however, imperial- 
ist mass killing has declined in frequency in the twentieth century as the 
great European empires have steadily dissolved. 

Much of the violence associated with imperialism seems to be moti- 
vated by the effort to diminish the costs of building and administering 
large empires.36 The purpose of an empire is to extract wealth from con- 
quests, but empires would be prohibitively expensive to maintain if each 
subject city, state, or province had to be defeated by force and then po- 
liced to a man. Imperial leaders, therefore, have strong incentives to 
adopt a strategy of mass killing as a means of deterring rebellions and re- 
sistance within their empire and as a method of intimidating future con- 
quests into submission. The large-scale killing of rebellious subjects is 
intended to demonstrate to all others considering resistance the terrible 
fate awaiting those who refuse to accept imperial rule. 

The Mongol empire ruled by Genghis Khan and his progeny was one 
of the earliest and most efficient practitioners of this strategy of mass 
killing. According to Paul Ratchnevsky, “Genghis Khan used terror as a 
strategic weapon in his military plans. . . . Terrible destruction was threat- 
ened in the event of resistance; bloody examples were designed to spread 
fear and reduce the populace’s will to resist?” Because imperial powers 
intend mass killing to deter future resistance throughout the empire, they 
frequently employ it even after rebellious states or regions have capitu- 
lated. To ensure the greatest effect, the violence often is carried out in an 
exceptionally grisly and highly public manner. One of the bloodiest ex- 
amples of this strategy in recent history occurred during the Japanese 
campaign to expand its empire into the Chinese mainland. In December 
1937, Japanese troops descended on the city of Nanking in an orgy of rape, 
murder, and mutilation that ultimately left between 200,000 and 350,000 
people dead.?8 Many explanations of the brutality of the Japanese empire 
in China have emphasized the racism, indiscipline, and vengefulness of 
Japanese troops.?? However, the violence also represented a calculated 
strategy designed to terrify China’s vast population into submission with- 
out a fight.*° Indeed, it is likely that Nanking was singled out for espe- 
cially harsh treatment because of the fierce resistance Japanese forces had 
encountered as they advanced on the city, and because of Nanking’s sym- 
bolic value as the capital city of Nationalist China. 

Of course, not all empires engage in mass killing, and even empires that 
have perfected this brutal strategy seldom unleash it against all of their 
conquests. The incentives for imperialist mass killing seem to be greatest 
when empires are relatively weak or overstretched, or when they make ex- 
treme demands on their subjects. Under these conditions, resistance to 
imperial rule is likely to be especially determined, and the empire’s abil- 
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ity to police far-flung territories with conventional means will be heavily 


strained. 


Imperialist mass killing is more likely 


e the more the perpetrators perceive their empire as a vital interest 
e the greater the numbers of people residing in areas resisting imperial 


rule 


e the larger the size of the empire relative to the perpetrators’ 


capabilities to police it 


e the greater the physical capabilities for mass killing possessed by the 


perpetrators 


e the fewer the capabilities for retaliation the perpetrators believe that 


victims possess 


e the less the perpetrators believe that mass killing will provoke the 


intervention of other powers 


e the fewer and more difficult the options for victims to flee to safety 


TABLE 7 
Imperialist Mass Killings in the Twentieth Century 








Location-Dates Description Additional Motives Deaths 

East Asia Japanese occupation of Counterguerrilla 3,000,000-— 
1937-45 East Asia (especially China) 10,600,000 

Western Europe German occupation of Counterguerrilla 4.25,000— 
1940-45 Western Europe 625,000 
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4. COMMUNIST 

MASS KILLINGS: 

THE SOVIET UNION, 
CHINA, AND CAMBODIA 


Communist regimes have been responsible for this century’s most deadly 
episodes of mass killing. Estimates of the total number of people killed 
by communist regimes range as high as 110 million. ? In this chapter I fo- 
cus primarily on mass killings in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambo- 
dia—history’s most murderous communist states. Communist violence 
in these three states alone may account for between 21 million and 70 
million deaths.” Mass killings on a smaller scale also appear to have been 
carried out by communist regimes in North Korea, Vietnam, Eastern Eu- 
rope, and Africa. Documentation of these cases in secondary sources, 
however, remains inadequate to render a reliable judgment regarding the 
numbers and identity of the victims or the true intentions of their killers.’ 

Communism has a bloody record, but most regimes that have de- 
scribed themselves as communist or been described as such by others have 
not engaged in mass killing. In addition to shedding light on why some 
communist states have been among the most violent regimes in history, 
therefore, I also seek to explain why other communist countries have 
avoided this level of violence. 

Understanding communist mass killings is of vital importance not 
only because of the monumental death toll these episodes have generated. 
Communist revolutions are unlikely today, but past episodes of commu- 
nist mass killing provide valuable lessons for our understanding of mass 
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killing more generally. In particular, the history of communist mass 
killings underscores the difficulty of tracing the roots of this kind of vio- 
lence to structural characteristics of society at large. On the contrary, 
communist mass killings highlight the decisive power that relatively 
small groups can exert over entire societies. As we have seen, communist 
regimes have often seized power with remarkably little public support. 
What support has been forthcoming for radical communist regimes has 
almost always been based on appeals to nationalism, wars of national de- 
fense or liberation, the promise of moderate economic reforms, or sim- 
ply the lack of attractive political alternatives. The hard-line economic and 
social programs that distinguish communist states and that have been 
most closely associated with communist mass killings, on the other hand, 
usually have met with widespread resistance, even from those segments 
of society thought to benefit most from these policies. 

Communist mass killings also demonstrate that neither preexisting 
differences, prejudices, discriminatory practices, nor long histories of 
conflict between victims and perpetrators are a necessary condition for 
even the most extreme levels of violence. Victims of communist mass 
killings have often been drawn from the same ethnic, social, and eco- 
nomic groups as their killers. In many instances, the victims have been 
members of the communist party itself. Real or suspected political differ- 
ences, not preexisting social divisions, have defined the line between vic- 
tims and perpetrators in communist states. This pattern of communist 
violence suggests that we should not simply assume that discriminatory 
social structures or intergroup prejudices are the prime causes or precon- 
ditions of mass killing, even in episodes of mass killing in which deep so- 
cial cleavages between victims and perpetrators are readily apparent. 

The remainder of this chapter is divided into six main sections. In the 
first section I describe the strategic perspective on communist mass 
killing. In the second, third, and fourth sections I apply this perspective 
to the mass killings in the Soviet Union, Cambodia, and China. In the 
fifth section I briefly explore the history of several nominally communist 
regimes that did not engage in mass killing. I conclude with a considera- 
tion of the implications of the decline in the global appeal of communism 
for the incidence of mass killing in the future. 


A STRATEGIC APPROACH TO COMMUNIST MAss KILLING 


The effort to engineer utopia has been the justification for some of the 
world’s most horrendous crimes.* It is no coincidence that the desire to 
create a radically different and better society has motivated the most 
deadly mass killings in human history. Isaiah Berlin describes the justifi- 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


COMMUNIST MASS KILLINGS 


cation for mass violence in communism systems: If a “final solution” to 
the world’s problems were possible, “surely no cost would be too high to 
obtain it: to make mankind just and happy and creative and harmonious 
forever — what could be too high a price to pay for that? To make such an 
omelet, there is surely no limit to the number of eggs that should be bro- 
ken — that was the faith of Lenin, of Trotsky, of Mao . . . of Pol Pot?” 

Why did the communist utopias of the Soviet Union, China, and 
Cambodia become history’s greatest slaughterhouses? I argue that radi- 
cal communist regimes have proven such prodigious killers primarily be- 
cause the social changes they sought to bring about have resulted in the 
sudden and nearly complete material and political dispossession of mil- 
lions of people. These regimes practiced social engineering of the highest 
order. It is the revolutionary desire to bring about the rapid and radical 
transformation of society that distinguishes radical communist regimes 
from all other forms of government, including less violent communist 
regimes and noncommunist, authoritarian governments. 

The “dictatorship of the proletariat” is a dictatorship unlike any other. 
It is difficult to overstate the extent and the dispossessive impact of the 
social and economic transformation that leaders such as Lenin, Stalin, 
Mao, and Pol Pot imposed upon their countries. The social transforma- 
tion sought by radical communist regimes has been far more extensive 
than the mere monopoly of political power and curtailment of individual 
liberties characteristic of authoritarian regimes. The latter have succeeded 
in maintaining power and suppressing internal political dissent with 
comparatively low levels of violence. Radical communist policies, on the 
other hand, have often had the effect of completely dispossessing vast 
numbers of people, stripping them of their personal belongings, the 
products of their labor, their land, their homes, and their livelihood. The 
most radical communist visions have aimed at crushing all vestiges of in- 
dividualism and creating a fundamentally new kind of human being.” 

Social transformations of this speed and magnitude have been associ- 
ated with mass killing for two primary reasons. First, the massive so- 
cial dislocations produced by such changes have often led to economic 
collapse, epidemics, and, most important, widespread famine. Indeed, 
famine was one of the primary vehicles of mass killing in the Soviet 
Union, China, and Cambodia. Famines took the lives of perhaps seven 
million people in the Soviet Union, thirty million in China, and at least 
seven hundred thousand in Cambodia.’ Although not all the deaths due 
to famine in these cases were intentional, communist leaders directed the 
worst effects of famine against their suspected enemies and used hunger 
as a weapon to force millions of people to conform to the directives of 
the state. 
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The second reason that communist regimes bent on the radical trans- 
formation of society have been linked to mass killing is that the revolu- 
tionary changes they have pursued have clashed inexorably with the 
fundamental interests of large segments of their populations. Few people 
have proved willing to accept such far-reaching sacrifices without the 
most intense levels of coercion. This fundamental dynamic of revolu- 
tionary change did not escape Machiavelli, whose insights into the nexus 
of violence and politics have survived almost five hundred years. In The 
Prince, Machiavelli cautioned that “nothing is more difficult to handle, 
more doubtful of success, and more dangerous to carry through than ini- 
tiating changes in a state’s constitution. The innovator makes enemies of 
all those who prosper under the old order, and only lukewarm support is 
forthcoming from those who would prosper under the new.” Only those 
leaders who “can depend on their own resources and force the issue,’ he 
concluded, will succeed in bringing about a new order — “that is why all 
armed prophets have conquered and unarmed prophets have come to 
grief”? 

Like Machiavelli, radical communist leaders have well understood that 
violence and terror can serve, in Marx’s words, as the “the midwife of rev- 
olution.” As Leon Trotsky explained, “the historical tenacity of the bour- 
geoisic is colossal. It holds to power, and does not wish to abandon it. . . . 
We are forced to tear off this class and chop it away. The Red Terror is a 
weapon used against a class that, despite being doomed to destruction, 
does not wish to perish”! Indeed, the attempt to impose communism 
has often led to violent uprisings, some on a truly massive scale. 

As Alexander Dallin and George Breslauer conclude in their study of 
communist violence, a radical communist regime 


committed as it is to substantial transformations — whether for ideolog- 
ical or power related reasons —is bound to encounter and generate re- 
sistance and alienation, since the changes it is determined to carry out will 
necessarily clash with the values and perceived interests of some signifi- 
cant sectors of society. Anticipating such hostility, the authorities, in line 
with their preconceptions and images of class or group loyalties and 
grievances, may identify certain strata as requiring preemptive, or pro- 
phylactic, suppression, intimidation or removal. + 


Communist leaders in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia did 
not set out with the goal of exterminating millions of people. They ex- 
pected resistance from certain classes, but they hoped that most people 
would come to appreciate the superiority of the new way life they were 
trying to create, even if they suspected that this appreciation might re- 
quire substantial “reeducation.”” Communist leaders did not shy away 
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from violence, however, when they came to believe — sometimes in the 
wake of genuine opposition to their policies and sometimes because of 
their preconceived notions about the nature and sources of such opposi- 
tion — that it was necessary to build and protect the revolutionary society 
they wanted to bring about. 

In some cases, communist regimes have utilized “selective” killing to 
deter organized resistance and coerce active compliance with their poli- 
cies. Specific individuals or groups accused of resistance were openly 
killed in the effort to intimidate many others. As Trotsky described it: 


Terror can be very efficient against a reactionary class. . . . Intimidation 
is a powerful weapon of policy, both internationally and internally. War, 
like revolution, is founded upon intimidation. A victorious war, gener- 
ally speaking, destroys only an insignificant part of the conquered army, 
intimidating the remainder and breaking their will. The revolution works 
in the same way: it kills individuals, and intimidates thousands. In this 
sense, the Red Terror is not distinguishable from the armed insurrection, 
the direct continuation of which it represents. 1? 


To ensure the greatest impact on the largest possible audience, com- 
munist perpetrators often have carried out such killings with studied bru- 
tality and in highly public places. The Chinese communists referred to 
this technique as “killing chickens to scare monkeys?13 Historically, 
this kind of violence has proved highly effective in breaking organized 
resistance to both moderate communist and noncommunist authoritar- 
ian regimes. Communist leaders in the Soviet Union, China, and Cam- 
bodia, however, were not satisfied with the results of selective terror and 
political repression. 

The ponderous death toll of communism in these states was driven not 
simply by the real threats posed by suspected counterrevolutionary 
groups and classes, but also by the adherence of communist leaders to a 
paranoid Marxist-Leninist or, perhaps more accurately, Stalinist world- 
view that vastly exaggerated the origin and scope of these threats. This 
worldview was characterized by the related beliefs that powerful oppo- 
nents of the communist transformation of society were lurking every- 
where and that certain social groups or economic classes were inescapably 
bound by their “class consciousness” to oppose communism through all 
available means. These beliefs led communist leaders to undertake mas- 
sive prophylactic campaigns of violence and imprisonment designed to 
permanently subjugate or physically eliminate large social or political 
groups believed to stand in the way of the communization of society. 

These fears were partly a consequence of the personal paranoia of in- 
dividual communist leaders like Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot. They also were 
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powerfully shaped, however, by the same Marxist ideology that drove 
these men to seek the communist transformation of society in the first 
place. Marxist analysis suggested that a person’s class background largely 
determined his or her behavior and attitudes. Marx himself put it most 
succinctly: “circumstances make men just as much as men make circum- 
stances.”! In its most radical interpretations, this ideology seemed to im- 
ply that class consciousness was somehow biologically determined and 
that individuals could never truly leave behind their social origins — an 
implication that Marx, a believer in the infinite malleability of human na- 
ture, almost certainly would have rejected. 15 This interpretation, in turn, 
led naturally, and fatefully, to the presumption that as long as members 
of supposedly reactionary classes survived, they would continue to pose 
a grave threat to the communist system. 

Indeed, in the eyes of Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot, the communist trans- 
formation of society remained surprisingly fragile even years after the rev- 
olution. They believed that resistance by reactionary classes would not 
end with the establishment of a communist state. Rather, the enemies of 
communism would continue organizing in secret for decades after the 
revolution, garnering support from capitalist forces abroad and infiltrat- 
ing communist political organizations in the hopes of reversing the com- 
munist transformation of society. This ultra-paranoid vision led to its 
most murderous consequences under Stalin. As Stalin explained it to his 
fellow party members in 1929, “there have been no cases in history where 
dying classes have voluntarily departed from the scene. There have been 
no cases in history where the dying bourgeoisie has not exerted all its re- 
maining strength to preserve its existence. . . . [T]hey feel their last days 
are approaching and are compelled to resist with all the forces and all the 
means in their power.”!© 

These fears contributed to the belief that the only sure way to protect 
the communist system from its class enemies was to suppress these 
groups as a whole and prophylactically, not on the basis of individual in- 
volvement in known counterrevolutionary activities. Thus, Martin Lat- 
sis, the first deputy chairman of the Cheka, Lenin’s internal police, 
instructed his comrades: 


We are not waging war against individual persons. We are exterminating 
the bourgeoisie as a class. During the investigation, do not look for evi- 
dence that the accused acted in deed or word against the Soviet regime. 
The first questions that you ought to put are: To what class does he be- 
long? What is his origin? What is his education and his profession? And 
it is these questions that ought to determine the fate of the accused. In 
this lies the significance and essence of the Red Terror. 17 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


COMMUNIST MASS KILLINGS 


In practice, communist notions of class have almost always failed to 
match the more complex realities of the societies upon which they have 
been imposed. Identifying members of supposedly parasitic groups such as 
landlords and kulaks has usually proved easier in communist propaganda 
than it has on the ground. Peasants themselves often failed to recognize 
communist theoretical distinctions between rural classes. Family, ethnic, or 
national loyalties repeatedly proved stronger than those of class. In the So- 
viet Union, China, and Cambodia these difficulties forced the communists 
to rely on simplistic and apparently arbitrary formulas and quota systems, 
often requiring that each village designate a certain percentage of its pop- 
ulation as class enemies. Under such circumstances, nationality and race of- 
ten became substitutes for the elastic notion of class, producing an ever 
longer list of victims.18 The ensuing campaigns for the “liquidation” of en- 
tire social groups often resulted in violence on a massive scale. Because the 
paranoid communist worldview described above left little room for the ref- 
ormation of individuals from suspect classes, many communist leaders con- 
cluded that execution or lifelong imprisonment were the only appropriate 
responses to the threat of counterrevolutionary subversion. 


THE COMMUNIST SOCIOECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION 
AND POLITICAL TERROR 


The strategic approach suggests that communist mass killings result from 
the effort to implement policies of radical social or economic transfor- 
mation and to protect that transformation from real and perceived ene- 
mies. Communist regimes have also engaged in mass killing for a variety 
of other reasons mostly unrelated to communism itself. I will not describe 
these killings here, although one such case, the mass killing during the 
Soviet occupation of Afghanistan from 1979 to 1988, will be discussed in 
chapter 6. 

Rather, in this chapter I will focus on violence associated with motives 
directly connected to the implementation of communism. This kind of 
mass killing has assumed two primary and related forms. The first and by 
far the most deadly form has been the systematic violence associated with 
the implementation of radical communist agrarian policies. Second, com- 
munist regimes have killed large numbers of people in sweeping political 
purges directed against suspected enemies in society at large and within 
the communist party itself. 


Mass Killing and the Communist Transformation in the Countryside 


The implementation of radical communist agrarian policies, especially 
agricultural collectivization, was the occasion for the most deadly in- 
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stances of mass killings in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia. There 
are three primary reasons for the close association between mass killing 
and radical agrarian policies such as collectivization. 

First, policies that entail the removal of large numbers of peasants from 
their land, the establishment of large collective farms, or the confiscation 
of most or all of the harvest have proven extremely difficult to implement 
in the absence of high levels of violent coercion. Peasants depend directly 
upon their land for their survival and their way of life. It is not surpris- 
ing, therefore, that they usually place a very high value on it, along with 
the freedom to farm it as they see fit, and the right to benefit from the 
products of their labor. Even those agricultural workers who do not own 
farms themselves almost universally aspire to land ownership. The impo- 
sition of radical agrarian policies in the Soviet Union, China, and Cam- 
bodia was anathema to these fundamental peasant goals and interests, 
and peasants responded to them with multiple forms of resistance. In the 
Soviet Union, and to a lesser degree in China and Cambodia, peasants ul- 
timately resorted to armed revolt to protect their freedom, property, and 
livelihoods. Communist leaders thus faced a stark choice between re- 
treating from radical agricultural reforms and coercing the peasantry into 
accepting a deeply unpopular new way of life. The leaders of the Soviet 
Union, China, and Cambodia opted for communism over compromise. 
Because the peasantry constituted the most populous social class in all 
three countries, the number of victims of these policies was staggering. 

The second reason that radical communist agrarian policies have been 
associated with such high levels of violence is that the architects of these 
policies have often perceived the social transformation of the countryside 
to require not only the elimination of preexisting forms of agricultural 
production but also the destruction of the institutions and traditions that 
supported the peasants’ way of life. In the effort to gain the unprece- 
dented degree of control over the day-to-day activities of millions of lives 
that their policies required, communist leaders often have sought the 
subjugation of all other local forms of power, organization, and loyalty. 
Radical communist agricultural campaigns, therefore, frequently have 
coincided with an assault on the other pillars of peasant life — religion, 
national, or ethnic loyalties, traditional systems of village leadership and 
political organization, and in some cases, even the family unit itself. The 
result of this assault has been simultaneously to increase resistance to 
communist policies and to multiply the number of potential targets of 
communist coercion and violence. 

The third reason for the relationship between radical communist agrar- 
ian policies and mass killings is that such policies have often led to severely 
decreased agricultural productivity, especially in the period immediately 
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following their implementation. When combined with the massive ex- 
propriation of agricultural products that has also been a hallmark of rad- 
ical communist agrarian policies, even a moderate shortfall in the harvest 
can result in widespread starvation.!? As noted above, collectivization 
sparked massive famines in each of the three states studied in this chap- 
ter. Not all of the deaths resulting from these famines represent mass 
killing as defined in this study. Communist leaders did not intend to cause 
many of these deaths. Nevertheless, in all three cases the famine was in- 
tentionally exacerbated by the regime, or directed against certain seg- 
ments of the population. In all three cases, communist leaders refused to 
back away from their radical policies even after they had received credi- 
ble reports that a major famine was taking place. Rather, leaders blamed 
food shortages on peasant grain hoarding or sabotage. They exported 
grain from famine-stricken regions and implemented internal passport 
systems designed to prevent peasants from fleeing to the cities or other 
areas where the famine was less severe. In the case of the Soviet Union, 
at least, there is strong evidence that Soviet authorities used hunger as a 
weapon to crush peasant resistance to collectivization. Deaths associated 
with these kinds of policies meet the criteria for mass killing because the 
regimes in question deliberately created conditions that they reasonably 
could have expected to result in widespread death. 


Mass Killing, Terror, and Communist Political Purges 


In addition to mass killings directly associated with the implementation 
of communism in the countryside, the communist regimes of the Soviet 
Union, China, and Cambodia each engaged in massive political purges 
of suspected enemies in society and in the communist party. The targets 
of these purges included current and former members of opposition 
political parties, moderates within the communist party, intellectuals, 
artists, religious, ethnic, or nationalist leaders, and a myriad of other sus- 
pected political opponents of the regime. These purges have often been 
portrayed as attempts by power-hungry communist leaders to gain ab- 
solute personal power for its own sake. I contend, however, that the 
purges were motivated primarily by leaders’ efforts to protect and extend 
the communist transformation of their societies, a utopian project in 
which they genuinely believed. 

In the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia the most violent political 
purges were largely a response to political opposition that emerged dur- 
ing the communization of the countryside and were launched shortly 
after the spectacular failure of radical communist agrarian policies. The 
disastrous effects of these policies engendered opposition not only among 
their peasant victims but within the party itself. Communist party mem- 
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bers began calling, in some cases openly, for a retreat from the most ex- 
cessive communist policies. 

If Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot merely had been concerned with main- 
taining a grip on power, they could have easily reached a compromise 
with moderates in their party. Radical policies could have been rolled 
back. It is not possible to understand why these communist leaders 
reacted so violently to the prospect of political opposition without ap- 
preciating that they believed it threatened not merely their personal lead- 
ership, but their most deeply held goals. In order to ensure that these 
goals would be implemented even at the lowest levels of the party hier- 
archy, they sought to eliminate from their political organizations not only 
proven enemies but anyone lacking the proper revolutionary spirit. 

Of course, communist leaders probably could have protected their vi- 
sion for society with considerably less violence than they ultimately em- 
ployed. The political purges in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia 
eventually assumed such massive proportions in large part due to com- 
munist leaders’ perceptions that the opposition was far more widespread 
and potent than it was in reality. In particular, communist leaders in all 
three countries expressed fears that the party would be subverted from 
within by elements of the former ruling classes. These fears ultimately led 
to the repression of virtually anyone who expressed views that diverged 
even superficially from official communist doctrine. Individuals with 
only the flimsiest ties to the so-called reactionary classes came to be seen 
as implacable enemies of communism. It is tempting to dismiss the fan- 
tastically paranoid views of communist leaders as merely rhetorical justi- 
fication for actions motivated by more objective or realistic concerns, but 
there are strong indications that these beliefs were sincerely held. Para- 
noid remarks pepper internal party documents as well as private com- 
munications.?° Although this paranoia appears to have invaded even the 
personal lives of Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot, it should not be attributed 
solely to their personal psychological aberrations. Rather, this mind set 
was intertwined deeply with the radical variant of Marxism to which each 
of these men subscribed. 


THE SOVIET UNION 


The Transformation of the Countryside 


The collectivization of agriculture in the Soviet Union in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s was the world’s first experiment with full-fledged com- 
munuist agriculture. The socialization of agricultural production in some 
shape or form had been a central goal of the Bolsheviks ever since they at- 
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tained power. Collectivization served two related purposes for the new 
regime. The first was essentially ideological. Private agriculture formed 
the basis of the Soviet economy at the time of the revolution. Until this 
vast reservoir of private property and production could be brought un- 
der the central control of the state, the Soviet Union would remain com- 
munist in name only.?! The second purpose was more practical in nature, 
although many of the assumptions underlying it were also rooted in 
Marxist theory. Many Soviet leaders were convinced that the rapid in- 
dustrialization of the economy was essential if the Soviet Union ever 
hoped to “catch up and overtake” the West. They also believed, however, 
that the resources needed for this massive effort could be obtained only 
through the exploitation of the country’s vast agricultural resources. 
Food products collected from the countryside would be used to feed the 
burgeoning industrial work force at rock-bottom prices and the remain- 
der sold for export. Collectivizing Russia’s millions of individual peasant 
holdings into vast farms would dramatically increase agricultural pro- 
ductivity by rationalizing farming practices, achieving economies of scale, 
and facilitating the mechanization of agriculture. Centralizing agricul- 
tural production would also increase the state’s ability to expropriate the 
surpluses of this expanded harvest. Thus, from the time of the revolution 
the question was not whether the state would seek to gain control of agri- 
culture, but exactly when and how it would do so. 

Soviet leaders had little love for the peasantry, whom most communists 
saw as hopelessly backward and uncivilized.?? Nevertheless, for self-in- 
terested reasons, the regime hoped that the transition to communist agri- 
culture would occur relatively peacefully. When external exigencies made 
industrialization seem a matter of great urgency and when the intensity of 
peasant opposition to collectivization became apparent, however, Soviet 
leaders did not hesitate to resort to violence on an unprecedented scale. 


The First Socialist Offensive — War Communism 


The communists’ first efforts to wrest control of agriculture from the 
peasants began in 1918 in the midst of the Russian civil war. Under the 
banner of what would come to be known as “war communism,” the Bol- 
sheviks enacted a number of sweeping measures designed to bring the 
Soviet economy under the central control of the state. In the cities, the 
Bolsheviks nationalized industry, finance, and urban real estate. Private 
commerce and money were abolished and replaced by a state-run distri- 
bution system. War communism had its most powerful impact, however, 
in the countryside, where the vast majority of the Soviet population lived. 
War communism abolished the free market for agricultural products and 
replaced it with a system of forced grain requisitions. Peasants were per- 
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mitted to keep a small, predetermined amount of their harvest for sub- 
sistence, but they were forced to surrender the rest to the state in return 
for currency or for industrial goods at fixed exchange rates well below 
market values. Since inflation had rendered the ruble virtually worthless, 
however, and since promised manufactured goods often failed to materi- 
alize, the policy frequently amounted to outright expropriation. Collec- 
tive and state-run farms were also introduced on a small scale in this 
period, but the fundamental aim of rural war communism was simply to 
obtain as much of the peasants’ grain as cheaply as possible to feed the 
Red Army and the workers in the cities. 

Historians contest whether Lenin and other Soviet leaders considered 
war communism to be a temporary emergency measure mandated by the 
exigencies of the civil war or whether it represented an ideologically mo- 
tivated effort to apply Marxist principles to the economy. Both positions 
probably hold some measure of truth. The war may have called for dras- 
tic measures, but the measures the Bolsheviks chose were determined 
largely by their Marxist faith.2* Many Bolsheviks would have preferred 
to delay the confrontation with the peasantry until after the civil war 
when the rural transformation could have been accomplished more grad- 
ually or, conversely, more rapidly and effectively, with the undivided re- 
sources of the state behind it. Ultimately, the war simply seems to have 
accelerated the execution of policies that the Bolsheviks likely would have 
instituted eventually even in the absence of war. From the point of view 
of the peasantry, however, the rationale behind these policies was of little 
interest, since the result, expropriation, was the same. 

The Bolsheviks expected resistance to the policies of war communism 
from the so-called kulaks, the richest strata of the peasantry. In fact, the 
vast majority of the peasantry proved bitterly opposed to the expropria- 
tion of the products of their labor.?* At first, peasants reacted to state 
requisitioning with passive economic resistance. They decreased produc- 
tion, increased their private consumption, sold their produce on the black 
market, and concealed their harvest from the authorities. When nonvio- 
lent requisitioning efforts failed to increase procurement of grain as much 
as expected, however, the Soviet regime responded to peasant resistance 
with higher quotas and increasingly brutal measures. Requisitioning 
soon began to eat away at the peasants’ subsistence crops and seed stocks, 
contributing to a massive famine in 1921—22 in which as many as five mil- 
lion people may have perished.?5 In what would become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, many Bolsheviks viewed peasant resistance as the deliberate at- 
tempt to sabotage the revolution. Paramilitary “food detachments” and 
units of the Red Army were dispatched to the countryside with orders to 
gather food by whatever means necessary.?° Lenin personally ordered 
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that those suspected of hoarding grain be subject to public execution.?7 


Torture became common practice. Peasant families frequently were held 
hostage until grain quotas were delivered. What began as economic re- 
sistance rapidly developed into a full-scale civil war between the peasants 
and the Soviet regime.?® 

These peasant wars intensified following the defeat of the Whites in 
1920. The rebellions drew on a much broader base of support than had 
the White armies. Lenin felt they posed a greater threat to the revolution 
than had the civil war itself: Indeed, if not for the lack of political and 
military coordination between the diverse peasant opposition groups, 
these uprisings might well have toppled the regime.?° Although Lenin 
did not hesitate to use the most violent means at his disposal to crush the 
rebellions, he ultimately decided that the only way to safeguard the new 
Soviet state was to appease the peasants by abandoning the policies of war 
communism. Nevertheless, so vehement had peasant opposition to the 
new regime become that unrest continued in some regions until 1924. As 
Orlando Figes sums up the situation in the early 1920s, “having defeated 
the White army, backed by eight Western powers, the Bolshevik govern- 
ment surrendered before its own peasantry”?! 
Retreat and Compromise: The NEP 
The so-called New Economic Policy (NEP), introduced in March 1921, 
marked a significant retreat from both the ideological and pragmatic 
goals that had motivated the imposition of war communism. Excessive 
forced requisitions were replaced by a more moderate tax in kind, calcu- 
lated as a percentage of the harvest. Peasants were permitted to sell the 
remainder of their harvest on the free market. Most Bolsheviks were pre- 
pared to accept the NEP as a tactical retreat, but many did so with deep 
reservations. Without firm state control over agriculture, the socialist 
ideals of the revolution remained largely unrealized. Worse yet, until the 
state could mobilize the agricultural surplus of the countryside for in- 
dustrialization, they feared that the Soviet Union would lag behind the 
West in military production, rendering it vulnerable to “capitalist encir- 
clement” and attack.3? The intervention of foreign powers in Russia’s 
civil war had made these fears even more pressing. In addition, the fail- 
ure of other socialist revolutions to gain power in Europe in the wake of 
the First World War meant that the Soviet Union would have to rely on 
its own resources to industrialize and defend itself in a world that seemed 
increasingly hostile. 

By the mid-twenties, following the death of Lenin, a serious split be- 
gan to emerge within the Communist Party over the future of the NEP. 
The first camp, represented most prominently by Trotsky, argued that the 
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concessions to the peasantry had gone too far and that the policies of the 
NEP were simply strengthening the forces most hostile to socialism. The 
time was ripe, they insisted, for a new “socialist offensive” in the coun- 
tryside. The second camp, represented by Nikolai Bukharin, did not dis- 
pute the necessity of gaining state control over agriculture, but feared the 
country might not survive another all-out confrontation with the peas- 
ants. They contended that the countryside could be eased gradually into 
socialism through the application of market pressures rather than vio- 
lence and coercion.*? Stalin initially subscribed to the second view, al- 
though there are some indications that he was privately skeptical of the 
NEP from the outset, believing it represented a betrayal of the revolu- 
tion’s communist ideals.34 Indeed, Stalin’s public support of the NEP, 
among other differences, led Trotsky to brand him as “the gravedigger of 
the revolution” at a Politburo gathering in 1926.°° Stalin’s faction pre- 
vailed in the bitter internal debate over the issue. Trotsky was removed 
from the Politburo in 1926 and ultimately expelled along with his sup- 
porters from the party in 1927. 

Two major developments, however, occurred between late 1926 and 
1928 that appear to have persuaded Stalin that the Soviet Union should 
undertake a radical change of course. By mid-1929 he was embarked on a 
policy of rapid, forced collectivization far more radical and violent than 
Trotsky had ever imagined. 

The first development concerned the growing reality of the Soviet 
Union’s political and economic isolation and the renewed fears of attack 
from the West. In late 1926 and early 1927, the Soviet Union was gripped 
by a series of war scares based on rumors that Poland and Germany, with 
the support of Britain and France, were conspiring to redraw the map of 
Eastern Europe at the expense of the Soviet Union. These rumors proved 
to be baseless, but were lent further credence by several other significant 
setbacks for Soviet foreign policy during the same period. In April 1927, 
Chiang Kai-shek broke his fragile alliance with the Chinese communists 
with a brutal crackdown, dashing the possibility of a communist takeover 
or even a friendly regime in China. Great Britain terminated diplomatic 
relations with the Soviet Union in May. The Soviet envoy in Warsaw was 
assassinated in June. In September, France expelled the Soviet ambas- 
sador. 

As many historians have pointed out, the Soviet regime seized upon 
and exaggerated these developments for domestic propaganda pur- 
poses.?° Yet these events also seem to have reinforced real, long-standing 
fears of Soviet isolation and vulnerability and added greater urgency to 
the belief that something had to be done to address the Soviet Union’s 
weakness vis-a-vis the West. Commenting on the timing of the collec- 
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tivization drive many years later, V. M. Molotov, the former foreign min- 
ister of the Soviet Union, recalled, “We couldn’t have delayed it any 
longer. Fascism was emerging. Soon it would have been too late. War was 
already looming on the horizon”?7 As John Sontag concludes, “There 
can be no doubt that belief in a foreign conspiracy had become a basic 
factor in Soviet calculations by 1928 and strongly influenced economic de- 
cisions taken in that and subsequent years.?38 

The second development was the severe grain crisis that struck the So- 
viet Union in 1927 and 1928. By the end of 1927 the amount of grain pro- 
cured by the state fell to half of its 1926 level.?? The shortfall was probably 
the result of a variety of factors including poor weather, widespread 
hoarding due to the war scare, and, most important, misguided Soviet 
economic policies that discouraged peasants from growing grain or sell- 
ing what they did grow to the official state agencies.*° Stalin and other 
party leaders were increasingly inclined to view peasant reluctance to sell 
grain to the state not as rational economic behavior but as deliberate at- 
tempts to undermine socialism and sabotage the regime.*1 By early 1928 
Soviet leaders feared impending famine and workers’ strikes in the cities 
and worried that they lacked the food necessary even to feed the Red 
Army. Once more, the regime appeared to be in critical danger. 

The grain crisis seems finally to have convinced Stalin that economic 
incentives would not succeed in substantially increasing state grain pro- 
curements or productivity in the countryside.*” Since the introduction of 
the NEP, a variety of tax and price incentives and efforts at political edu- 
cation had been tried in an attempt to increase grain procurements and 
encourage peasants to join collective farms. These efforts not only failed 
to achieve their desired effect, they resulted in a substantial decline in agri- 
cultural procurement by the state. The regime’s efforts to encourage the 
formation of collective farms using economic incentives and educational 
programs had proved even less successful. Indeed, by 1927 state and 
collective farms still accounted for less than 2 percent of cultivated land. 
Peasant farming methods remained antiquated and far less productive 
compared to the highly mechanized forms of agriculture then coming 
into widespread practice in much of Europe and the United States.*4 

Ultimately, Stalin seems to have concluded that the state could not ac- 
quire more grain from the peasants without substantially raising the price 
it was willing to pay for it. Paying higher prices, however, would further 
delay the rapid industrialization that Stalin believed was critical for the 
survival and success of the regime. Given the urgent nature of the grain 
crisis and the growing perception of impending international conflict, 
Stalin felt that the Soviet Union could not afford the time to find out if 
Bukharin’s socialism “at a snail’s pace” would eventually succeed in in- 
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creasing grain procurement or encouraging peasants to form collective 
farms. Moreover, raising prices would represent yet another concession 
to capitalism and to the independent political and economic power of the 
peasantry at the expense of the goals of the state. Ten years after the rev- 
olution, these compromises were increasingly difficult to reconcile with 
progress toward a communist society. 

Thus, Stalin lashed out at those who said the regime “had no option 
but to make concessions to the peasants”: “This is a defeatist attitude 
which betrays a lack of faith in socialist construction. What if the middle 
peasants went so far as to insist on concessions over the monopoly on for- 
eign trade, or demanded a peasants’ union? Would we have to give in over 
these too? This is defeatism. Our strength lies in the [collective farms], 
and in our efforts to activize the poor peasantry.’ 44 

Historians, like many within the Soviet leadership at the time, have 
disputed nearly all of Stalin’s central assumptions during this period.#5 
Was the grain crisis in fact as severe as it was made out to be? Had the 
NEP truly failed by the late 1920s, or could it have been repaired? Were 
large-scale collective farms actually more productive than existing farm- 
ing methods might have been with only minor improvements? Was the 
regime’s economic model of industrialization through the exploitation of 
agriculture a sound one to begin with? Whatever the objective reality of 
the situation facing the Soviet Union in the late 1920s, however, it is clear 
that Stalin and his followers had reached their own answers to these ques- 
tions. These answers led them to conclude that the crash collectivization 
of agriculture was the only available means to simultaneously protect the 
Soviet state and advance its socialist ideals. 


The Great Turn: Collectivization 


Because Stalin felt that economic incentives and political education had 
failed, he believed that a certain degree of coercion would be necessary to 
meet the state’s need for grain. Even Stalin, however, did not anticipate 
the need for violence on the massive scale that ultimately transpired dur- 
ing collectivization. Under the banner of “emergency measures,” coercive 
methods began to be applied in some grain producing regions in January 
1928. In many areas, free markets were closed. Peasants who refused to 
sell their surpluses to collectors at the state’s price were subject to prison 
terms of up to five years and the confiscation of their property. For many 
peasants, these policies recalled the years of war communism. The harsh 
measures initially succeeded in increasing state procurements, but many 
peasants reacted as they had before — by decreasing their production of 
grain, hiding their harvest, and in some cases violently resisting Soviet au- 
thorities.*¢ At least partly as a result, the harvest of 1928 continued to de- 
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cline from its 1926 level, and procurements dropped even further in the 
winter of 1928—29. For Stalin, this latest round of resistance was only fur- 
ther evidence of intentional sabotage and the resilience of reactionary 
class-consciousness among the peasantry. 

In a lengthy speech to the Central Committee in 1929, he attacked his 
former ally Bukharin and his supporters for their assertion that it was still 
possible to “persuade the class enemy to voluntarily forgo his interests 
and voluntarily deliver his grain surpluses to us”: “Have they lost their 
senses? Is it not obvious that they do not understand the mechanics of 
the class struggle, that they do not know what classes are? Do they know 
how the kulaks jeer at our officials at village meetings called to promote 
procurements? . . . Try to persuade people like that. Class is class, com- 
rades. You cannot get away from that truth.” 47 

Stalin publicly blamed the procurement problems only on the kulaks, 
but he was increasingly convinced that any long-term reconciliation with 
an independent peasantry on terms favorable to the regime was impossi- 
ble.48 The experiences of the first half of 1928 had also made it clear that 
the party lacked adequate control in the countryside to coerce millions of 
individual peasant farmers to hand over their grain and that, in any case, 
doing so year after year would be a monumentally inefficient way to col- 
lect the agricultural surplus.*? By the middle of 1928, therefore, Stalin ap- 
pears to have concluded that even moderate levels of coercion could not 
be a permanent solution to the Soviet Union’s agricultural problems 
without much deeper structural reforms. The regime needed to find a way 
to increase its ability to collect grain without decreasing agricultural pro- 
ductivity. The answer was large-scale collectivization. 

Since Stalin believed that the survival of the regime depended on an 
immediate solution to the agricultural problem, and since the peasantry, 
who had violently resisted less intrusive state policies in the past, were cer- 
tain to resist collectivization even more actively, the program would have 
to be carried out with utmost haste and virtually unlimited coercion. As 
Walter Lauquer concludes, “Had he seen another, less wasteful way to 
achieve his aim, he might well have adopted it. . . . But Stalin believed 
that the NEP no longer worked in agriculture, that agricultural cooper- 
atives (based on foreign patterns) would probably not function in the So- 
viet Union, and that, in any case, there was no time for patient persuasion, 
for teaching peasants by trial and error?°° 

Stalin spent the last half of 1928 and the first part of 1929 planning the 
offensive against the countryside and overcoming the resistance from 
Bukharin and others to the newly proposed policy of crash collectiviza- 
tion. An official trip to Siberia in the winter of 1928 also seems to have 
persuaded Stalin that local party organizations were too closely aligned 
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with peasant interests and would have to be purged before more radical 
measures could be adopted.51 The final assault on the peasantry did not 
begin formally until the autumn of 1929. 

Itis difficult to fathom the magnitude and pace of the changes wrought 
by this policy on the peasantry of the Soviet Union. From 1929 to 1936, 
more than 130 million people were forced into 240,000 collectives, most 
in the three years between 1931 and 1934.°2 Collectivization completely 
transformed peasant life in the Soviet Union as the decision-making 
power of individuals and villages was suddenly replaced by the edicts of 
centralized state bureaucracies. Peasants were required to pool their land, 
farming implements, and livestock in large associations. New methods of 
farming were introduced. The peasants in effect became poorly paid la- 
borers on what had once been their own farms. Even the poorest peas- 
ants complained to Soviet officials that “you turned us into worse than 
serfs”°3 The transformation was especially traumatic for the nomadic 
herding peoples of the steppe. For them, collectivization not only en- 
tailed the loss of land and imposition of state control over their economic 
production, but also submission to an entirely new, sedentary way of life. 
In Kazakhstan alone, nearly four hundred thousand households were 
forcibly settled between 1930 and 1936.54 

As Lynne Viola describes it, the peasants believed that “collectiviza- 
tion was apocalypse, a war between the forces of evil and the forces of 
good. . . . They understood it as a battle over their culture and way of life, 
as pillage, injustice, and wrong. . . . Removed from the distorting lens of 
official propaganda, belief and perception, collectivization was a clash of 
cultures, a civil war? 55 It is hardly surprising that many Soviet peasants 
chose to fight this onslaught with virtually every means at their disposal. 
At first, the peasants resisted with largely nonviolent means. They refused 
to meet unreasonably high grain quotas. Many chose to slaughter farm 
animals or destroy their property before it could be turned over to the 
collectives. As communist pressure intensified, however, peasants in- 
creasingly turned to public anti-Soviet demonstrations, vandalism, arson, 
and violent attacks on local representatives of the Communist Party. In 
some regions, particularly the northern Caucasus and the Ukraine, the 
Soviet regime was faced with full-scale civil war as peasants fought back 
against local Soviet officials.5° 

The Soviet regime met all forms of peasant resistance with extreme 
brutality. Heavily armed units of the state political police and sometimes 
the Red Army were dispatched to the countryside to requisition grain, 
crush political resistance, and force the peasants into the collectives. Vio- 
lence, however, was not reserved for individuals who had demonstrated 
active resistance to collectivization. Millions were targeted because their 
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supposed kulak class background was simply assumed to have rendered 
them irreconcilably opposed to collectivization. Stalin believed that the 
experiences of the late 1920s had proven that a certain segment of the 
peasantry was essentially incapable of reform and would never submit to 
Soviet power. Indeed, it was during these years that Stalin had begun vo- 
cally propounding his theory that the class enemies of socialism would 
not retreat as the revolution progressed, but rather would resist even 
more fiercely as their property was expropriated and their prerogatives 
eliminated.>7 Pointing to the growing number of reports exposing kulak 
influence in so-called “false collectives” — farms that had been established 
during the NEP but had refused to hand over their grain during the grain 
crisis — party radicals concluded that if kulaks were admitted to the new 
collectives they would simply sabotage them from within.*® Thus in De- 
cember 1929 Stalin issued his infamous order calling for the “liquidation 
of the kulaks as a class” and proclaiming that “dekulakization is now an 
essential element in forming and developing the collective farms. . . . Of 
course it is wrong to admit the kulak into the collective farm. It is wrong 
because he is an accursed enemy of the collective farm movement.”5? 

Various definitions of the term “kulak” were employed over the course 
of the campaign, and its interpretation was subject to vast differences at 
the local level. In some cases, having hired a single employee to help with 
the harvest or having owned a single cow was enough to make the differ- 
ence between life and death. Status as a kulak before the revolution was 
enough to classify one as a kulak more than ten years later, since, as Robert 
Conquest notes, official policy during the campaign maintained that “a 
man’s having at some time in the past fulfilled the conditions of a Marx- 
ist-devised class categorization is a matter of ‘essence’ which no later 
change can alter. . . . Thus, by a strange logic, a middle peasant could be- 
come a kulak by gaining property, but a kulak could not become a mid- 
dle peasant by losing his. In fact the kulak had no escape. He was 
‘essentially’ a class enemy, a sub-human.”©° Kulak family members, in- 
cluding young children, were subject to punishment through the same 
logic. Eventually the term came to be applied not only to supposedly rich 
peasants but to anyone suspected of resisting collectivization for any rea- 
son. Religious leaders, traditional village elites, former officers in the 
White armies and other “socially dangerous elements” were targeted in 
the effort to destroy all noncommunist sources of power in the country- 
side. 

Stalin’s call for the liquidation of the kulaks was not meant as a man- 
date for their systematic extermination, but in practice, dekulakization 
took an enormous toll in human life.°! The most fortunate kulaks simply 
had their property confiscated or were exiled to the outskirts of their vil- 
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lage. Others were permanently deported to Siberia, often with little or no 
provision made for their survival. Many were arrested or simply executed 
on the spot. In the first months of 1930, the pace and destructiveness of 
some local dekulakization drives appear to have exceeded Moscow’s di- 
rectives, resulting in such severe economic disruptions that the state was 
forced to retreat from collectivization temporarily until it could regain 
control over the campaign.°? 

From 1929 to 1936, between 8.5 million and 14.5 million people prob- 
ably perished in the violence and famine associated with collectiviza- 
tion.°? A third or more of the victims of collectivization were shot 
outright or died during deportation, in exile, or in labor camps.® In the 
years that followed, more died in forced labor camps and “special settle- 
ments” in the barren wastes of Siberia. The campaign was so violent that 
Leszek Kolakowski concludes it was “probably the most massive warlike 
operation ever conducted by a state against its own citizens.” 65 

The majority of the victims of collectivization, however, died during 
the massive famine of 1932—33. Much of the shortfall in food production 
during these years was a result of unintended economic inefficiencies and 
dislocations produced by the rapid shift to the collective farming system. 
Drought also contributed to the abnormally small harvest. There is con- 
siderable evidence, however, that at least in certain regions, communist 
leaders intentionally exacerbated the famine with the intent of eliminat- 
ing class enemies and crushing peasant resistance to collectivization. So- 
viet leaders, including Stalin, were well aware that a major famine had 
gripped the countryside in 1932.66 Nikita Khrushchev later admitted that 
“we knew. . . that people were dying in enormous numbers.” $7 Stalin be- 
lieved that the peasants were simply hoarding grain and accused them of 
waging a “war of starvation” against the Soviet Union.°® Yet the regime 
continued to confiscate large amounts of grain from famine-stricken re- 
gions and refused to release grain reserves. Harsh penalties, including ex- 
ecution, were levied against anyone caught stealing grain. A system of 
internal passports and police checkpoints was initiated which prevented 
starving peasants from seeking food or work elsewhere. Expropriation of 
grain was targeted against suspect classes or anyone who refused to join 
the collectives. Hunger was employed to coerce peasants — except the 
wealthiest kulaks, who were to be deported or executed — to join the col- 
lectives, where food was at least somewhat more plentiful. 

Some scholars have argued that Stalin deliberately engineered the 
famine in an effort to crush nationalist movements in the Ukraine, 
Kazakhstan, and elsewhere.°? It is true that these areas suffered the great- 
est loss of life during collectivization. Perhaps 5 million perished in the 
Ukraine and 1.5 million may have died in Kazakhstan.”° In retrospect, 
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however, the Communist Party’s desire to eliminate nationalism in these 
regions appears to have been secondary to its desire to collectivize agri- 
culture.”1 Large numbers of ethnic Russians also died in the famine.7? 
Regions like the Ukraine suffered the most because peasants made up the 
overwhelming majority of the population there, and because these areas 
represented the major grain producing regions of the Soviet Union. 
Partly because of nationalist sentiments, and partly because these regions 
had the most to lose from the communization of agriculture, peasant re- 
sistance to collectivization and Soviet repression were greatest there.”? As 
one party official explained to a subordinate during the campaign, “a 
ruthless struggle is going on between the peasantry and our regime. . . . 
It’s a struggle to the death. . . . It took a famine to show them who is mas- 
ter here. It has cost millions of lives, but the collective farm is here to stay. 


We’ve won the war””* 


Political Purges and Terror 


Stalin’s Great Terror gripped the Soviet Union from 1936 to 1939. Many 
authors have portrayed this brutal period as a consequence of Stalin’s un- 
relenting drive to accumulate absolute power for himself and for the So- 
viet state. Stalin has often been portrayed, both by historians and by his 
contemporaries, as the consummate political opportunist, willing to es- 
pouse radically different ideas whenever it suited his agenda. Robert Con- 
quest, for example, suggests that following the completion of the 
collectivization of agriculture in 1934, Stalin should have been ready to 
“consolidate and perhaps to relax, to reestablish the Party’s links with the 
people, and to reconcile the embittered elements in the Party itself. Such 
were the ideas that seem to have entered the minds of many of the new 
Stalinist leadership. But they did not enter Stalin’s. His aim remained . . . 
unchallenged power. So far he had brutalized the Party, but he had not 
yet enslaved it.”75 

This interpretation seems only partially accurate. There can be little 
doubt that Stalin’s personality played a major role in both the initiation 
and course of the terror. He did seek virtually unlimited power. Stalin’s 
ambition, however, was not simply to gain personal power for its own 
sake. Rather, the terror seems to have been motivated by Stalin’s desire — 
shared by some other high-ranking radical party members — to protect 
the Soviet state and the radical transformation of society he had fought 
so hard to build from what he perceived to be vast numbers of enemies 
both inside and outside the party. Stalin’s seemingly opportunistic moves 
were a means, not simply to personal power, but to his vision for Soviet 
society. When it was expedient, he was willing to compromise on his 
methods, but there is little to suggest that he ever lost sight of this cen- 
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tral vision. Thus, like many Bolsheviks, he had supported the NEP when 
he believed the regime lacked the power to pursue any other course and 
when the NEP still seemed a viable road to socialism and industrializa- 
tion. Later, when the regime was stronger and when he concluded that 
the NEP would not achieve these ends, he abandoned it for harsher 
methods. In the aftermath of collectivization, Stalin came to believe that 
this vision was once again threatened. The impetus for the terror was pri- 
marily his reaction— or more accurately, overreaction — to this perceived 
threat. Indeed, in his famous secret speech in 1956 Khrushchev concluded 
his scathing account of Stalin’s terror by stressing that “we cannot say that 
these were the deeds of a giddy despot. He considered that this should 
be done in the interests of the Party; of the working masses, in the name 
of the defense of the revolution’s gains. In this lies the whole tragedy!”7° 

The results of purges were so profound that some have argued the ter- 
ror constituted a “second revolution from above.””” On the other hand, 
the terror was so intimately connected with collectivization that it is 
difficult to disagree with Leonard Schapiro’s conclusion that “Stalin’s rev- 
olution in agriculture and industry and his assault on the party which con- 
summated this revolution must be seen as integrated parts of one and the 
same process.”78 As described above, in the late 1920s Stalin had won a 
major battle with party opponents by securing support for his radical pol- 
icy of crash collectivization. Opponents of the policy were forced to re- 
cant and were removed from their high-ranking positions, but many of 
them, including most notably Bukharin, remained in the party. 

Nevertheless, the disastrous results of collectivization seemed to vin- 
dicate the so-called right opposition in the party. Even those who cared 
little about collectivization’s human consequences worried about its 
long-term effects on the economy and on the ability of the regime to 
maintain even a modicum of popular support.”? Others were concerned 
that Stalin had accumulated too much power over the party, encouraging 
the formation of a “personality cult” and silencing all voices opposed to 
him. Although the party held together through the crisis, in private many 
party members, particularly the Old Bolsheviks, attacked Stalin and his 
radical policies.8° Criticism was also forthcoming from the old left. Trot- 
sky, who had been exiled from the Soviet Union in 1929, continued to 
lash out at Stalin from abroad, arguing that his approach to collectiviza- 
tion would bring the country to ruin and urging opposition factions from 
both left and right to launch a coup against him. 

In 1932, a group of moderates headed by Mikhail Riutin, a former 
Moscow district secretary and supporter of Bukharin, began harshly crit- 
icizing Stalin’s policies during collectivization, denouncing his dictator- 
ial leadership style and calling for his removal by force if necessary.8! In a 
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lengthy report distributed to a number of key party members, Riutin and 
his supporters concluded that “the right wing has proven correct in the 
economic field and Trotsky in his criticism of the regime in the Party?’8? 
The report went on to propose a retreat from the economic policies of 
collectivization and rapid industrialization and the restoration of party 
democracy including the reinstatement of Trotsky. 

Stalin’s policies also spawned serious discontent at lower levels of the 
party. During collectivization, large numbers of low-level cadres demon- 
strated their reluctance to push forward with collectivization as rapidly 
as Stalin had demanded.8? Even the Red Army had proved hostile to 
collectivization, raising serious doubts about its loyalty.8+ Stalin had 
launched collectivization and dekulakization in the belief that certain 
segments of the Soviet population were simply not prepared to embrace 
the transition to full-fledged communism. Now, it seemed to him, the 
same was true of the Communist Party itself. What the Stalinist leader- 
ship referred to as “the new situation” had emerged. 

Stalin believed that the experience of collectivization had taught the 
enemies of communism that an open attack on the regime or its policies 
was impossible. Instead, they would now seek to undermine it from 
within.®> Stalin described this outlandish vision to the Central Commit- 
tee in January 1933, warning them that: 


The remnants of the dying classes — industrialists and their servants, pri- 
vate traders and their stooges, former nobles and priests, kulaks and their 
henchmen, former White officers and NCOs, former gendarmes and po- 
licemen — they have all wormed their way into our factories, our institu- 
tions and trading bodies, our railway and river transport enterprises and 
for the most part into our collective and state farms. They have wormed 
their way in and hidden themselves there, disguised as “workers” and 
“peasants,” and some of them have even managed to worm their way into 
the party. 

What have they brought with them? Of course they have brought 
their hatred of the Soviet regime, their feeling of ferocious hostility to the 
new forms of the economy, way of life, culture. . . . The only thing left 
for them to do 1s to play dirty tricks and do harm to the workers and col- 
lective farmers. And they do this any way they can, on the quiet. They set 
fire to warehouses and break machinery. They organize sabotage. .. . 
Some of them . . . go so far in their wrecking activities as to inject live- 
stock . . . with plague and anthrax, and encourage the spread of menin- 
gitis among horses and so on.8° 


Opposition to Stalin’s policies may have been real and growing, but it 
probably never posed a major threat to his continued rule. Riutin and his 
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supporters were arrested a few weeks after their first meeting. Opposition 
to Stalin throughout this period remained almost exclusively political. If 
Stalin had simply wished to maintain his hold on power, he probably 
could have reached a compromise with the right wing of the party. Such 
a compromise, however, would have involved at least a partial rollback of 
the socialist transformation Stalin believed was crucial to the survival and 
prosperity of the Soviet Union. 

Yet, as J. Arch Getty and Oleg Naumov explain, such a compromise 
would have been unthinkable because it was simply 


impossible for leading Bolsheviks within the Stalinist faction to accept 
that their policies were wrong. Everything in their background and in- 
tellectual baggage told them that ... in Stalin’s general line they had 
found the correct solution to Russia’s backwardness, to class oppression, 
and to the problems of capitalism. . . . Aside from their desire to protect 
their privileged position, they really believed in socialism and their key 
importance in realizing it. It was genuinely impossible to imagine that 
their policies were wrong.” 


Although serious concerns regarding the activities of opposition 
groups within the regime emerged in 1932, there is no evidence that Stalin 
was considering a major purge until 1934. It was not until 1936 or 1937 
that the terror began in earnest. Relatively small-scale purges and politi- 
cal repression occurred throughout this period, but these were carried out 
primarily by expulsion from the party, or more rarely by arrest and im- 
prisonment. The pattern of massive arrests and extrajudicial executions 
had not yet materialized. High-ranking party members were generally 
spared arrest. Bukharin himself was not expelled from the party until 1937, 
and he avoided execution until 1938. Historians continue to debate the 
significance of these years. Many scholars believe that Stalin simply lacked 
the political power to launch a frontal attack on the party during this pe- 
riod.8® Indeed, Stalin did seek to have Riutin executed in 1932, but mod- 
erates in the party who opposed the death penalty for party members 
convicted of political offenses appear to have thwarted his efforts.8? 
Other historians, however, contend that Stalin was genuinely willing to 
experiment with less repressive policies, hoping that the people and the 
party would fall in line. Thus, Getty and Naumov suggest that “Stalin and 
his Moscow intimates tried a variety of tactics to control their own far- 
flung machine. Membership purges, political jawboning, . . . delicate ma- 
nipulation of texts to form or adjust alliances, investigations by police and 
control commissions, and various other tactics all failed to produce the 
results Stalin wanted.” °° Despite the apparent contradiction between 
Stalin’s “hard” and “soft” policies, however, Getty and Naumov conclude 
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that “both were means to an end: taking and maintaining control over 
the country in order to further the revolutionary program?”?! 

Whatever the reasons for the comparative calm of this period, devel- 
opments at the Seventeenth Party Congress in 1934 seem to have marked 
a turning point. The meeting was proclaimed the “Congress of Victors” 
in light of the revolutionary achievements of the previous years, especially 
collectivization. Party members rose to applaud Stalin as the genius be- 
hind these great “successes.” Former opposition members, including 
Bukharin, made certain to be particularly lavish in their praise. On the last 
day of the meeting, however, when the secret ballots in the election for 
the position of general secretary were counted, Stalin was shocked to find 
that nearly three hundred No votes— almost a quarter of the total bal- 
lots — had been cast against him.?” The apparent unanimity of the Con- 
gress had been a sham. Soon afterward, Stalin also learned that a group 
of Old Bolsheviks was seeking to replace him with Sergei Kirov, the pop- 
ular Leningrad Party chief. If Stalin ever believed that soft measures 
would suffice to keep the opposition in check, these developments must 
have convinced him otherwise.?? Fatefully, the duplicity revealed by the 
ballots also may have cemented Stalin’s paranoid fears that the party had 
become infested with hidden enemies. 

Scholars often date the inception of the terror to December 1934, when 
Kirov was assassinated. Many historians have implicated Stalin in the 
murder plot.?* Although evidence of his responsibility remains mixed, he 
clearly used the assassination as the political pretext for the terror that 
came later. The period from 1935 to mid-1936 was consumed with show 
trials, purges, and bureaucratic reorganization as Stalin constructed the 
ideological and physical apparatus of the terror.?° The terror reached its 
violent apogee, however, between 1937 and 1938. Stalin’s enemies were no 
longer simply rebuked or expelled from the party but more often sent to 
the Gulag or executed. 

The enemies that Stalin was most determined to crush were those who 
had any connection to opposition activity, past or present. An analysis of 
the fate of nearly nine hundred members of the Soviet political, military, 
and cultural elite, for example, determined that oppositionists were 
nearly five times more likely to become victims than other elites.?© Of the 
1,225 delegates to the “Congress of Victors” 1,108 were arrested. Only 41 
of the 139 members and candidate members of the Central Committee 
elected at that meeting survived the terror.?” 

Yet the terror ultimately consumed vast numbers of individuals who 
had no links to opposition activity whatsoever. Two main processes seem 
to have contributed to the expansion of the terror. First, bureaucratic and 
personal dynamics from below probably caused the purges to snowball 
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beyond what even Stalin had intended. Party cadre tried to demonstrate 
their devotion to Stalin, and thereby save their own necks, by gaining a 
reputation for ruthlessness. A cycle of escalating repression was set in mo- 
tion as party members preemptively denounced anyone above or below 
who might be in a position to implicate them. Others sought to settle old 
grudges or even advance their careers by denouncing fellow citizens. 
Once arrested, the accused might denounce virtually anyone in an effort 
to diminish his own punishment. 

Although these dynamics were understood at the highest levels, the 
desire to let no enemy go unmasked led to an acceptance of excesses. 
Molotov, who was one of Stalin’s closest allies during this period, later 
admitted that he was well aware that people were slandering one another. 
“We would have been complete idiots if we had taken the reports at their 
face value? he told an interviewer. “We were not idiots.” “It is indeed sad 
and regrettable that so many innocent people perished. . . . But I believe 
that the terror of the late 1930s was necessary. Of course had we operated 
with greater caution, there would have been fewer victims, but Stalin in- 
sisted on making doubly sure: spare no one, but guarantee absolute sta- 
bility” °8 Indeed, arbitrary target figures for executions were established 
by province.”? As Stalin told the Central Committee in 1937, “it does not 
take a big number of people to do harm and cause damage. . . . Thou- 
sands of people are required to build a big railway bridge, but a few peo- 
ple are sufficient to blow it up.”10° 

Perhaps the most important reason for the massive expansion of the 
terror was the genuine belief of Stalin and his supporters that active op- 
position was far more extensive and dangerous than it was in fact. As 
scholars have often noted, Stalin’s personal paranoia played a major part 
in sustaining this perception.1°! Stalin’s dire evaluation of his situation, 
however, was also encouraged by his ideological conviction that political 
opposition was often motivated by the indelible mark of one’s social ori- 
gins. This principle led naturally to an even broader extension of violence 
and to the conclusion that only execution or lifelong imprisonment was 
adequate punishment for those suspected of opposition. This attitude is 
revealed chillingly in Stalin’s reaction to a 1938 proposal that would have 
permitted the early release of certain Gulag prisoners for good behavior. 
“Cat we arrange things so that people stay on in the camps?” he sug- 
gested. “If not, we release them, they go back home and pick up again 
with their old ways. The atmosphere in the camp is different, there it’s 
harder to go wrong.”!°? The same principle helps to explain why the 
wives and children of many suspects were often arrested and executed 
along with the suspects themselves. 193 

Stalin’s obsession with enemies also ensured that the terror would not 
remain limited to the party. “Class enemies” and “socially dangerous ele- 
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ments, including kulaks who had managed to escape death, deportation, 
or imprisonment during collectivization, once again became targets of 
mass arrest.1°4 By the time the terror abated in 1939, at least five million 
people had been arrested and one million executed, 105 Many of the for- 
mer would perish in the Gulag in the years to come. 


CHINA 


The task of assessing the causes of the mass killing in communist China 
is considerably more complicated than for the Soviet Union or Cambo- 
dia. Few scholars today dispute that tens of millions of people died in 
China under the leadership of Mao Zedong as a direct result of commu- 
nist policies, especially during the Great Leap Forward between 1958 and 
1962. In terms of absolute numbers, this toll almost certainly makes Mao’s 
China the most deadly regime in history. Yet many scholars have con- 
cluded that these deaths were almost entirely the unintentional conse- 
quences of ill-conceived or poorly implemented social and economic 
programs, rather than systematic mass killing. 

For reasons I will explore below, intentional killing does seem to have 
played a relatively smaller role in China’s transition to communism than 
it did either in the Soviet Union or in Cambodia. Mao’s legacy has long 
profited from the favorable contrast with these regimes, especially Stalin’s. 
It would be difficult to apply a lower standard for comparison. Systematic 
violence was not at all uncommon in Mao’s China. Evidence permitting a 
detailed estimate of the number of victims has yet to be disclosed.10° Re- 
cent revelations, however, suggest that China was considerably more vio- 
lent than earlier scholarship assumed and that Mao himself expressed a 
greater willingness to resort to brutal methods when they suited his pur- 
poses. 107 There can be little doubt that millions of innocent Chinese citi- 
zens lost their lives in episodes of officially sanctioned killing. 

Throughout the years of Mao’s rule, China vacillated between violent 
periods, marked by determined efforts to implement radical communist 
economic and social programs, and distinctly moderate interludes, char- 
acterized by a relaxation of the pace and scope of communist policies. This 
pattern was partly the result of an ongoing debate between Mao and more 
moderate members of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) regarding 
the appropriate pace and methods of China’s transformation. 108 The ex- 
tent of these debates, however, particularly in first decade after 1949, 
should not be overstated. These vacillations also seem to reflect a process 
of genuine experimentation through which Mao and other party leaders 
sought to come to grips with the very real dilemmas of the communist 
transformation in Chinese society.!°? The eventual necessity of such a 
transformation was a proposition that virtually all CCP leaders accepted. 
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When domestic or international developments made rapid advances 
seem more readily attainable or more urgent, Mao promulgated radical 
programs. Mao was never willing to declare war on his own citizens as 
Stalin had done, but he approved of more selective terror and was pre- 
pared to countenance a significant amount of violence and suffering in 
the service of his goals. He was also prepared to terrorize the political op- 
ponents of these policies in the party and in society at large. When radi- 
cal policies failed to achieve their objectives or threatened to devastate the 
economy, Mao would concede the necessity for at least a temporary re- 
trenchment. Yet, following each retreat, he grew increasingly suspicious 
that enemies inside and outside the party had intentionally sabotaged his 
plans. It was seldom more than a year or two before Mao decided to 
purge his political opponents and begin a new, frequently more radical 
and devastating round of transformative campaigns. This cycle of vio- 
lence was ultimately broken only by Mao’s death. 

The defense that Mao simply was unaware of the violence and devas- 
tation associated with his policies or was unable to control it becomes less 
and less persuasive with each successive political or economic campaign 
he launched. Mao may not have desired the violence and disruption his 
policies caused, but after years of experience he must have understood, as 
many of his party colleagues clearly did, what the consequences would 
be. It was Mao Zedong, after all, who famously reminded his followers 
that “revolution is not a dinner party.” 


The Transformation of the Countryside 

The collectivization of agriculture was a central goal of the Chinese Com- 
munuist Party long before it gained power. Mao had made it clear that he 
believed that China’s future lay in the collectivization of agriculture as 
early as 1943.11° The practical and ideological impulses for transforming 
agricultural production in China were similar to those of the Soviet 
Union. Indeed, Chinese leaders believed that Stalin had proved that col- 
lectivization could succeed, even if they hoped to avoid some of his worst 
excesses. 

Chinese leaders saw the collectivization of agriculture as the key to 
China’s economic development and industrialization. China’s industrial 
base in 1949 was smaller than Russia’s had been in 1917, and its farming 
practices were even more primitive. Collectivization would rationalize 
production, creating surpluses that could be used to develop Chinese in- 
dustry. Like the other communist leaders studied in this chapter, Chinese 
leaders, especially Mao, also saw collectivization as a central aspect of their 
vision for a utopian socialist society.!!} The overwhelming majority of 
China’s population and economic activity was located in the countryside. 
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China’s revolution would remain a bourgeois affair until the means of pro- 
duction were fully socialized. Collectivization would also serve to build a 
new socialist consciousness among the masses, a goal that became in- 
creasingly prominent in the years after the revolution. 

In the aftermath of victory, however, Chinese leaders seemed content 
to leave most of this to the future. Having spent decades organizing a peas- 
ant-based guerrilla movement in the countryside, the CCP achieved power 
in 1949 with far greater support from the peasantry and with a deeper un- 
derstanding of peasant life than did the Bolsheviks or, later, the Khmer 
Rouge. Mao and other high party officials wished to avoid a violent con- 
flict with China’s peasants. Mao seems to have understood, much as Lenin 
did after the collapse of war communism, that a sudden assault on peas- 
ant interests ran the risk of economic disaster and perhaps open rebellion. 
Thus in 1950 he cautioned the party that “the view held by certain people 
that it is possible to eliminate capitalism and realize socialism at an early 
date is wrong, it does not tally with our national conditions.”!!” He con- 
ceded that private ownership of land should be maintained for the time 
being and that peasants would have to be eased into socialism over a long 
period using economic incentives and political education. 

Another factor contributing to the acceptance of a more gradual pace 
for the transition to communism was China’s relationship with the So- 
viet Union. Chinese relations with the Soviets were far from perfect, but 
the existence of a powerful communist state across the border meant that 
China did not have to confront the dilemmas of “capitalist encirclement” 
or building “socialism in one country” that weighed so heavily on the Bol- 
sheviks in the years after 1917. Chinese leaders hoped that Soviet eco- 
nomic assistance would help develop China’s economy and that Soviet 
military aid would protect China from its enemies abroad.!!? As Mao 
frankly admitted in a speech in 1949, 


Just imagine! If the Soviet Union had not existed, if there had been no 
victory in the anti-fascist Second World War, if Japanese imperialism had 
not been defeated, if the People’s Democracies [in Eastern Europe] had 
not come into being . . . if not for all these in combination, the interna- 
tional reactionary forces bearing down upon us would certainly be many 
times greater than now. In such circumstances, could we have won vic- 
tory? Obviously not. And even with victory, there could be no consoli- 


dation.!!4 


From Land Reform to Class Struggle 


The first stage of the CCP’s program to transform agriculture was known 
as the land reform campaign. Unlike collectivization itself, which Mao be- 
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lieved could be delayed, land reform had to be implemented immediately. 
In fact, land reform already had been launched in many communist-con- 
trolled zones before 1949. The party began to implement it in the rest of 
the country soon after the revolution. The stated purpose of land reform 
was to increase agricultural production and address rural inequality by re- 
distributing land from so-called landlords to the rest of the peasantry. 
Communist leaders, however, also saw land reform as a powerful politi- 
cal tool. Land reform was designed to buy the support of the majority of 
peasants by handing out free land and, simultaneously, to crush those 
most likely to resist the imposition of communist power in the villages. 
Since peasants frequently did not prove as enthusiastic about land reform 
as the communists hoped, it seems likely that the latter goal eventually 
came to dominate the former. As Vivienne Shue observes, “land reform 
could be used to emasculate the traditional village elite, the entire old 
rural power structure; it could become the spearhead of a genuine social 
revolution to change the fundamental relations of power in the country- 
side”!!5 Thus, although land reform left private ownership intact and 
even allowed it to expand, it also was seen as an integral step toward the 
socialization of the countryside that the party sought to achieve. 

The party initially hoped that land reform could be carried out in an 
orderly fashion, with relatively little violence. Mao accepted that some 
landlords, local “despots,” and “reactionaries” would have to be executed, 
but he seems to have believed that many of these enemies could be re- 
formed.!!° He urged vigilance, but he was not obsessed with fears of 
counterrevolution in 1949.117 

Two developments, however, soon contributed to a significant shift in 
tactics. First, the party quickly realized it had seriously underestimated 
the degree of peasant conservatism and resistance to even moderate CCP 
policies. Almost immediately after entering newly occupied areas, the 
party encountered resistance, not simply from landlords and former 
members of the Kuomintang, but from the lower strata of the peasantry 
as well. More than three thousand party cadres simply trying to collect 
the grain tax were assassinated by peasants in the regime’s first year.118 
The regime’s need to gain political control in the villages seemed in- 
creasingly urgent. 

The second development, the Chinese intervention in the Korean War 
in the fall of 1950, reinforced these concerns. The economic benefits of 
land reform would have to be achieved more rapidly to contribute to 
China’s economic and military development, and its political aims would 
have to be pursued more vigorously to consolidate political control at 
home. As Maurice Meisner concludes, Chinese leaders were suddenly 
“filled with fears over the survival of the new republic. . . . The essentially 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


COMMUNIST MASS KILLINGS 


external threat to the survival of the revolution turned the initially mod- 
erate policies and practices of the new state into increasingly repressive 
ones and eventually to terror throughout most of the country.”!!? 

Indeed, in the last months of 1950 the CCP began shifting to a con- 
siderably more radical program for land reform, one meant to be imple- 
mented more rapidly and that extended the class struggle to a much wider 
set of enemies.!?° It proved to be an extremely violent affair. Since the 
party’s more moderate efforts had already provoked some violent protest, 
there could have been no surprise that the intended victims of land re- 
form would resist their dispossession. Most frequently their resistance 
was passive, as peasants tried to sell, conceal, or destroy their property 
rather than hand it over to the state.!?! Sometimes, however, they re- 
sorted to more violent means. In some regions, communist officials were 
assassinated and large-scale riots and armed rebellions erupted.!?? CCP 
cadres were dispatched to the villages with orders to identify landlords 
and other village “exploiters” and confiscate virtually all of their land, an- 
imals, and personal possessions. In an effort to incite “class struggle? 
landlords were dragged in front of village meetings where cadres en- 
couraged poor peasants to “speak bitterness” against them. The meetings 
often culminated in brutal beatings or executions. 

Most landlords survived the period, but torture and killing were com- 
mon. The list of victims further expanded when land reform was com- 
bined with a “campaign against counterrevolutionaries” intended to 
eliminate other enemies of the regime both in the villages and in the larger 
towns and cities. Official party policy toward the counterrevolutionaries 
called for “executing some, imprisoning some and putting some under 
house arrest?”!23 

Between one million and four million people were probably killed 
during the first years of the regime, and an additional four million to six 
million were sent to forced labor colonies, where many eventually per- 
ished. 1?4 It is often claimed that this level of violence exceeded what Mao 
and the party intended. It is probably true that Mao hoped to keep a 
tighter rein on the violence, but his previous experiences with land re- 
form both before and after 1949 suggest that he probably understood it 
would be bloody. 125 Mao was reluctant to take any actions that would 
give the masses or the cadres an excuse to leave the rural power structure 
intact. Indeed, the party’s most serious concern during the campaign 
against counterrevolutionaries seems to have been punishing cadres who 
tried to practice “peaceful land reform.”!”° The party warned against “ex- 
cessive lenience” and urged local cadres to “not fear executing people, 
only to fear mistakenly executing people.”!”” Years later, Mao acknowl- 
edged that some people had been “unjustly killed” during the campaign, 
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but he insisted that “basically there were no errors; that group of people 
should have been killed . . . if they had not been killed the people would 


not have been able to raise their heads”!28 


From Gradualism to the Socialist High Tide 


China’s land reform was largely completed by the end of 1952. From the 
point of view of the regime, it was largely successful. The distribution of 
land among the peasantry was significantly leveled, and government con- 
trol in the villages was more firmly established. On the other hand, pri- 
vate ownership of land remained intact. Backward, small-scale peasant 
farming practices were still nearly universal. With end of the Korean War 
in 1953, the CCP could again turn its attention to the long-term project 
of building socialism in the countryside. 

Chinese leaders planned a gradual, staged approach to achieving col- 
lectivization. Peasants would first be organized into mutual aid teams, 
where peasants would pool their labor but retain ownership of their land 
and other property. Next peasants would be formed into lower-level agri- 
cultural cooperatives, where they pooled land and animals but still re- 
ceived a share of the harvest and other farm produce according to the 
amount of land and equipment they had contributed. Only then would 
China proceed to full collectivization, a true socialist system in which vir- 
tually all property would become commonly owned and compensation 
would be based on labor alone. It was a process that Mao declared would 
take at least fifteen years to complete. 

China followed this basic path until mid-1955 when, at Mao’s behest, 
it was suddenly abandoned in favor of a far more ambitious schedule. At 
least two considerations seem to have contributed to this radical turn. 
First, although agricultural productivity had continued to increase after 
the revolution, it rose much more slowly than Chinese leaders had 
hoped.!?? Moreover, China’s population and rates of grain consumption 
had increased during this period, further decreasing the surplus available 
to the state. The regime’s plans for economic modernization, however, 
depended on substantial increases in agricultural productivity to fund in- 
dustrialization. The party tried to make up the difference by increasing its 
control over the sale of surplus grain, but this move simply provoked 
peasant protest and aggravated the fundamental problem of low agricul- 
tural productivity as peasants increasingly resorted to hoarding food and 
to black markets. 130 

Second, the dilemma posed by the lower-than-expected agricultural 
surplus was further exacerbated by the growing realization that Soviet aid 
had not proved nearly as generous as Chinese leaders had hoped in 1949. 
Although Soviet advisors and technical assistance had been invaluable, 
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Soviet economic aid amounted to only 3 percent of China’s development 
investment.!3! Most economic aid had come in the form of loans with 
relatively short repayment terms. By 1956 China would actually have a net 
foreign exchange deficit with the Soviet Union.!?? The death of Stalin in 
1953 could only have cast further doubt on the future of Soviet aid. 

These problems were widely recognized in the CCP in 1954. Not all 
leaders, however, advocated the same solutions. Party leaders such as 
Deng Zihui, the head of the Central Rural Work Department, and Liu 
Shaoqi, the party’s second most powerful figure, saw the problems in the 
countryside as a reflection of general peasant conservatism and argued for 
reducing the pace of socialization. Mao, on the other hand, claimed that 
the majority of peasants actually desired more rapid collectivization. He 
blamed the problems in the countryside on hoarding by a relatively small 
group of rich peasants and insufficient enthusiasm and discipline among 
local party cadres. 133 Mao was convinced that immediate collectivization 
would simultaneously solve the problem of low productivity and over- 
come resistance by the rich peasants. In a major speech delivered in July 
1955, Mao unveiled this radical turn to the party. He criticized his col- 
leagues for “tottering along like a woman with bound feet” and pro- 
claimed that a new “high tide of social transformation in the countryside” 
had arrived.13+ Mao was aware that some in the party were concerned 
that proceeding too rapidly with collectivization might result in the same 
kind of disasters encountered by the Soviet Union, but he brushed aside 
these fears declaring that “on no account should we allow these comrades 
to use the Soviet experience as a cover for their idea of moving at a snail’s 
pace?135 

Proponents of the more moderate line bowed to Mao’s lead. From this 
point forward, peasants would no longer be eased into socialism in stages. 
On the contrary, many were ushered directly from their private, individ- 
ual farms to full-scale collectives.136 Their land and other assets were sim- 
ply expropriated. Collectivization was implemented with extreme haste. 
By the middle of 1956, 90 percent of Chinese peasants had been moved 
into the collectives. Surprisingly, in light of the Soviet experience with 
collectivization, this extremely rapid and radical transformation appears 
to have been achieved with relatively little bloodshed. Scholars often have 
attributed this more peaceful process to the better organization of the 
CCP and a greater level of support for collectivization from the peasant 
masses. 137 These factors undoubtedly eased the transition to collec- 
tivization, but such observations neglect three important points. 

First, many, perhaps even most peasants actually were opposed to 
collectivization. Various forms of coercion, including violence, were re- 
quired to force them into the collectives. 138 Peasants accused of loosely 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


123 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


124 


FINAL SOLUTIONS 


defined counterrevolutionary activities were subject to arrest, and nu- 
merous instances of beatings and torture of peasants opposed to collec- 
tivization were recorded. 139 

Second, focusing only on the relative peace of 1955 and 1956 ignores the 
fact that collectivization was implemented only a few short years after the 
bloody land reform campaign of 1951 and 1952. The violence of land 
reform and the campaign against counterrevolutionaries had already 
demonstrated the consequences of open resistance to the party’s policies. 
In many cases, this violence had been carried out in highly public settings, 
in the effort to ensure the largest possible audience.1*° As Thomas Bern- 
stein concludes, “the Chinese regime, through its extremely effective ap- 
plication of violence during land reform, and the counter-revolutionaries’ 


campaign, demonstrated its determination. . . . [C]ompliance during the 
upsurge [in collectivization] can be attributed to a sense of resigned in- 
evitability? 141 


Third, the consequences of collectivization might well have been far 
more deadly if Mao had not quickly agreed to back away from the most 
radical elements of the program. By early 1956, it had become clear to 
many in the party that the rapid pace of collectivization was causing se- 
vere economic dislocations. As in the Soviet Union, some peasants 
slaughtered their livestock rather than turn it over to the collectives. Col- 
lectivization resulted in decreased productivity and, in combination with 
natural causes, contributed to major famines in some areas.!4? Party 
moderates prevailed upon Mao to relax the pace of the transforma- 
tion.!# He reluctantly agreed to a series of reforms instituted under the 
slogan of “opposing rash advance:’!#4 The size of collective farms was 
drastically reduced. Many peasants withdrew from the collectives and, in 
some cases, farms were completely disbanded. Unrealistic production tar- 
gets were revised downward and compulsory government grain pur- 
chases were lowered. Some private markets were permitted to reopen. 
Peasants were allowed to keep small private plots and raise their own an- 
imals. These reforms may well have averted a much more serious catas- 
trophe. Indeed, less than two years later, when Mao again embarked on 
a radical effort to transform China’s agricultural production, he unleashed 
a wave of death and suffering unprecedented in human history. 


From “Opposing Rash Advance” to the Great Leap Forward 


Mao had agreed to retreat from his radical vision of collectivization, but 
according to Roderick MacFarquhar, “he never really accepted the neces- 
sity of this step backward and continued to yearn for rapid economic 
progress,”145 The policy of opposing rash advance had averted economic 
collapse in part by allowing the peasants to keep more of what they pro- 
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duced, but it had also reduced the surplus available to the state to finance 
industrialization. China’s economic modernization seemed to be stag- 
nating. As relations with the Soviet Union continued to deteriorate fol- 
lowing the death of Stalin, it was becoming increasingly clear that China 
could no longer depend on assistance from abroad for its economic de- 
velopment or security. 146 

By the summer of 1957, however, Mao was coming to believe that the 
economic failures of collectivization had as much to do with resistance 
from the enemies of communism in society and in the party as they did 
with any inherent flaws in the policy itself or the pace of its implementa- 
tion. Mao’s conclusion stemmed in part from his experience with the 
Hundred Flowers Campaign of 1956, in which he had actively encour- 
aged Chinese intellectuals and others to voice criticism of the party and 
its policies.1*” Before the campaign, Mao had estimated that not more 
than 3 percent of China’s intellectuals were hostile to Marxism and that 
most of the criticism would be constructive and consistent with complete 
loyalty to the Communist Party. 148 In fact, the party and many of its most 
important socialist programs came under intense attack. Most of the crit- 
icism came from urban intellectuals, but in the countryside peasants and 
even some party members used the opportunity to express their opposi- 
tion to collectivization.!#? One provincial party official complained that 
collectivization had “transformed people into beasts of burden ?150 

Opposition to communism clearly ran much deeper than Mao had ex- 
pected. He became convinced that if the so-called right opportunists in 
society and the party could be reformed or eliminated, China’s citizens 
would prove themselves capable of extraordinary productivity without 
the need for increased material incentives. To this end, Mao launched the 
“anti-rightist campaign,” a major purge in which hundreds of thousands 
of people were arrested and sentenced to “reform through labor” in the 
Chinese prison camp system.!5! Scholars, writers, and journalists were 
the most prominent victims, but the campaign also extended to rural ar- 
eas where it targeted surviving landlords, rich peasants, or their family 
members along with virtually anyone who had raised questions about 
collectivization. 152 

In early 1958, therefore, Mao decided that the time was ripe for one 
final push —a “Great Leap Forward” — that would simultaneously achieve 
the rapid industrialization of China’s economy and complete the com- 
munist transformation of society. He dismissed the view that China’s 
slow economic growth was the product of material constraints as noth- 
ing but a justification created by bourgeois intellectuals to conceal their 
opposition to communism. He lashed out at those in the party who had 
advocated the policy of opposing rash advance, accusing them of “pour- 
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ing cold water on the masses.” Mao believed that China’s economy could 
rapidly and dramatically increase its productivity by tapping into the en- 
thusiasm of the laboring masses and promoting radical communist forms 
of production. He confidently predicted that the Great Leap Forward 
would permit China’s economy to overtake Britain’s in a mere seven years 
and America’s in fifteen.15 It was a profoundly utopian vision, the pur- 
suit of which suggests, in MacFarquhar’s words, that in 1958 “Mao and 
many of his colleagues finally took leave of reality? 154 

The policies of the Great Leap Forward applied to all sectors of the 
economy, but they imposed the most radical changes on the countryside. 
All of the moderate rural reforms introduced in 1956 were swept aside and 
replaced by even more radical policies, implemented on an even more am- 
bitious schedule. In a matter of months, 90 percent of the existing col- 
lective farms were grouped together into massive “people’s communes,” 
some with membership rolls comprising more than 100,000 people. The 
small private plots, privately owned livestock, and free markets that had 
helped stave off starvation in 1956 were completely collectivized. Peasants 
were no longer allowed the right, even in theory, to withdraw from the 
communes. 155 

The creation of the communes also facilitated the imposition of radi- 
cal communist social policies and the unprecedented regimentation of 
peasant life by the state.15© Families were not allowed to prepare their 
own meals, but rather were forced to eat in communal mess halls. In some 
communes, children were to be raised in communal nurseries. In others, 
money was abolished. All over the country peasants were organized into 
massive work brigades to construct dams, irrigation projects, roads, and 
bridges. Thousands died of exhaustion. 157 Traditional farming practices 
were done away with in favor of untested methods advocated by the 
state.158 These schemes contributed to utterly unrealistic expectations re- 
garding the amount of food that could be produced and therefore how 
much could be collected by the state. 

The effort to force these radical changes on the Chinese countryside ul- 
timately resulted in the most devastating famine in human history. Close 
to thirty million people are thought to have perished in the four terrible 
years between 1958 and 1962.!5° The famine claimed over ṣo percent of 
the population in some villages. Despite the enormity of the disaster, 
there is no evidence to suggest that Mao or other Chinese leaders delib- 
erately engineered the famine. Its primary causes were a combination of 
deeply flawed agricultural policies and the attempt by local cadres to meet 
or exceed the regime’s preposterously high grain production goals.1©° At 
various times during the Great Leap Forward, Mao cautioned against ex- 
cesses on the left as well as the right. The repressive political campaigns 
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of previous years, however, had demonstrated repeatedly that leftist ex- 
cesses usually would be excused with little more than a warning, while 
being labeled a rightist could mean expulsion from the party or impris- 
onment in labor camps. Most party officials concluded it was safer to err 
on the left than on the right.'©! In many regions, cadres confiscated 
nearly the entire harvest, leaving peasants with nothing. 

Although Mao’s intent was not to kill or starve peasants, when the 
famine struck his actions proved he was willing to pay a staggering price 
in human lives to achieve his radical goals. As in the Soviet Union, a sys- 
tem of household registration kept peasants from fleeing to the cities or 
other areas where the famine was less severe. Local granaries in some 
famine-stricken areas remained full, and peasants seeking access to them 
were shot. Grain exports to the Soviet Union actually increased by over 
50 percent at the height of the famine.!©? Meanwhile Mao received nu- 
merous credible reports that a major famine was gripping the country- 
side, but he refused to change course. 163 Although he eventually accepted 
that the country was in the grips of a major famine — even giving up eat- 
ing meat in symbolic solidarity with the starving masses — Mao blamed 
the famine on counterrevolutionaries: “we must recognize that there is a 
severe grain shortage because production teams are hiding and dividing 
grain and this is a common problem all over the country” 164 Following 
Mao’s example, the Communist Party district secretary for Xinyang, a re- 
gion containing ten million people, claimed that “the problem is not that 
food is lacking. There are sufficient quantities of grain, but 90 percent of 
the inhabitants are suffering from ideological difficulties.”!6> 

Mao’s fears of opposition eventually engulfed the party as well. At a 
major party conference in Lushan in July 1959, some party members, most 
vocally Minister of Defense Peng Dehuai, expressed concerns about the 
consequences of the Great Leap Forward and urged a more moderate 
course. The criticism was intended to be constructive, but Mao inter- 
preted it as a plot against his leadership and further evidence of “right 
opportunism” in the party.!©° Peng was accused of conspiring with the 
Soviet Union to overthrow Mao; he was stripped of his office and placed 
under virtual house arrest.1©7 A broader “campaign against right oppor- 
tunism” elsewhere in the party and society was launched. Large numbers 
of party members and ordinary peasants were sent to the camps where 
many would subsequently die in the famine.!©8 Although no reliable es- 
timates are available for the victims of this purge, years later the party 
would conclude that six million people had been wrongly punished in the 
campaign.!°? The purge only served to increase the already radical direc- 
tion of the Great Leap Forward. High-ranking party members were fear- 
ful to suggest even the slightest deviation from Mao’s preferred policies. 
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Local and regional officials desperately sought to protect themselves from 
the charge of rightism by promising to fulfill the most outlandish pro- 
duction quotas and racing to adopt the most radical socialist forms of pro- 
duction and social organization. 170 

Not all the suffering visited on China during the Great Leap Forward, 
however, was the result of the famine. The party officially proscribed co- 
ercion, but communist officials sometimes tortured and killed those ac- 
cused of failing to meet their grain quotas. 171 According to Jasper Becker, 
as the famine grew worse, “Party cadres had increasingly to rely on force 
and terror to get the peasants to obey their orders. At the height of the 
famine, they wielded the power of life and death because they controlled 
the grain stores and could kill anyone by depriving them of food”!72 

As in the Soviet Union, the worst effects of the famine were specifi- 
cally targeted at social groups suspected of hostility toward the regime. 
One local official remembered that during the famine “no one in a cadre’s 
family died”!73 As Becker documents, 


The most vulnerable section of China’s population, around five percent, 
were those whom Mao called “enemies of the people?” Anyone who had 
in previous campaigns of repression been labeled a “black element” was 
given the lowest priority in the allocation of food. Landlords, rich peas- 
ants, former members of the nationalist regime, religious leaders, right- 
ists, counter-revolutionaries and the families of such individuals died in 
the greatest numbers. During the Great Leap Forward many more peo- 
ple were placed in these categories and often imprisoned.!74 


Prisoners in China’s labor camps may have suffered more than any 
other group since they were subject to hard labor and occupied the low- 
est position in the food distribution hierarchy. By one estimate, four mil- 
lion people may have perished in the camps during the Great Leap 
Forward.175 

Unlike the formal period of collectivization, the radical communist 
agrarian policies of the Great Leap Forward and the hunger they pro- 
duced eventually provoked a significant amount of active resistance and 
in some cases open revolt from the peasantry. The regime did not refrain 
from using violence to crush this resistance.1”° Secret Chinese military 
papers reveal that during the Great Leap Forward, “hunger and brutality 
precipitated widespread revolt and ‘armed banditry- . . . Challenged, the 
party launched an all-out military and political effort to ‘suppress the 
counter-revolutionaries and pacify the countryside.’ ”177 Nevertheless, 
direct violence did remain on a significantly smaller scale than in the So- 
viet Union. It seems likely, however, that both the degree of peasant re- 
sistance and the corresponding level of violent repression by the state 
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would have been substantially higher if famine had not weakened or 
killed so many who might have opposed the policies of the Great Leap 
Forward. 


Political Purges and Terror 


Political purges and campaigns were a virtually constant feature of polit- 
ical life in communist China until the end of the Mao era. Political purges 
focused on a wide range of targets, but as in the Soviet Union, a recur- 
ring motive for the purges was the perceived need to eliminate opposi- 
tion to the radical policies of social transformation favored by Mao and 
his followers. 

The “campaign against the counterrevolutionaries” of 1950—1953, the 
“anti-rightist campaign” of 1957, and the “campaign against right oppor- 
tunism” of 1959 have already been mentioned above. The most violent 
political terror in the history of communist China, however, was Mao’s 
so-called Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. The Cultural Revolu- 
tion was far more than a mere purge, but at its heart lay a fundamental 
political conflict within the Chinese Communist Party. Like Stalin’s Great 
Terror, the origins of the Cultural Revolution can be traced back to con- 
flicts that emerged during the socialist transformation in the countryside. 
The catastrophe of the Great Leap Forward generated considerable op- 
position to Mao’s radical policies, not only from peasants but also from 
moderate leaders within the party. At Lushan, Mao had pushed ahead 
with the Great Leap Forward over the opposition of Peng Dehuai and 
others, but by the summer of 1960, even Mao could no longer deny that 
it had been a disaster. At the Ninth Plenum of the Communist Party’s 
Central Committee in January 1961, he grudgingly agreed to retreat from 
the radical policies of the last two years. 

Nevertheless, Mao feared that the retrenchment might go too far, per- 
haps rolling back collectivization itself.178 Several high-ranking commu- 
nist leaders, most notably President Liu Shaoqi, seemed to be pushing in 
this direction. The events of the previous years, especially the Hundred 
Flowers Campaign and the resistance to the Great Leap Forward that 
Mao encountered at Lushan had left Mao deeply suspicious about the 
eagerness of the people and the party to follow through with the transi- 
tion to communism.!7? Recent political developments in the Soviet 
Union, particularly the rise to power of Khrushchev and his policies of 
de-Stalinization, aggravated Mao’s paranoia. Mao believed that the So- 
viet revolution had been betrayed from within by “bourgeois revision- 
ists? and he feared a similar fate for China’s revolution. 

Mao’s foremost concern does not appear to have been his personal 
hold on power itself. There is little to suggest that his position as leader 
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was seriously threatened. Like Stalin, if Mao was concerned simply with 
maintaining his political power, he probably could have secured his fu- 
ture more easily through compromise with party moderates. Rather, 
Mao’s behavior suggests that he was motivated more powerfully by the 
desire to protect what remained of his utopian vision of China’s com- 
munuist future from what he saw as a gathering reactionary momentum 
in the party and in society. In the years between 1962 and 1965, Mao 
fought to preserve at least some semblance of this vision — especially in 
the countryside — but he continued to suspect that the bureaucracy was 
frustrating his efforts. As Andrew Walder observes, “by the mid-1960s 
Maoists had concluded that the party itself had become corrupted by an 
ongoing, massive, yet largely hidden conspiracy of reactionary social 
classes and revisionist traitors who were consciously embarked on a plot 
to restore capitalism.”18° 

This conspiratorial view was outlined in a political tract known as the 
Ninth Polemic, authorized by Mao in 1964. In a markedly Stalinist tone, 
the authors of the polemic argued that “in socialist society, the over- 
thrown bourgeoisie and other reactionary classes remain strong for quite 
a long time. . . . They have a thousand and one links to the international 
bourgeoisie. They are not reconciled to their defeat.” Instead, they “con- 
duct open and hidden struggles against the proletariat in every field . . . 
they work to undermine socialism and restore capitalism . . . [they] sneak 
into government organs, economic departments, and cultural and edu- 
cational institutions so as to resist or usurp the leadership of the prole- 
tariat.”18! Claiming that bourgeois forces, represented by Khrushchev, 
had already hijacked the Soviet state, the Polemic suggested that it was an 
open question “whether or not we can successfully prevent the emergence 
of Khruschow’s [sic] revisionism in China. In short, it is an extremely im- 
portant question, a matter of life and death for our party and our coun- 
try: 182 Commenting on this passage, Roderick MacFarquhar writes that 
“here, unveiled, was the apocalyptic vision of a dark future which would 
eventually convince Mao of the need for the Cultural Revolution””!83 

Mao did not immediately resort to purges to meet this supposedly re- 
actionary threat. He initially hoped to root out rightist attitudes in the 
party through campaigns encouraging the study of Marxism and the em- 
ulation of model Chinese citizens.18+ By 1965, however, it was clear to 
Mao that these efforts had failed to stem the tide of revisionism. He de- 
cided that yet another purge was his only recourse. The Cultural Revo- 
lution, as the campaign would come to be known, was a twin-pronged 
assault on the elements in the party and society that Mao believed stood 
in the way of the realization of true communism in China. The campaign 
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commenced in the spring of 1966 with the purge of several high-ranking 
party members and expanded rapidly after that, eventually consuming as 
much as 60 percent of Communist Party officials.185 

Since Mao felt that the CCP had been corrupted to the highest levels, 
he had to look elsewhere for the support he needed to carry out the Cul- 
tural Revolution. “When you are told to kindle a fire to burn yourselves, 
will you do it?” he asked.18° Mao’s principal instruments for implement- 
ing the Cultural Revolution were the infamous Red Guards. The Red 
Guards were large, loosely organized groups of young people composed 
primarily of radicalized urban university and middle school students. +87 
As Mao and his supporters issued slogans urging the masses to “bombard 
the headquarters” and put “destruction before construction,” the Red 
Guards set about terrorizing all elements of society suspected of repre- 
senting bourgeois thinking or culture. Teachers and intellectuals, factory 
bosses, and suspected revisionist party officials were forced to submit to 
“struggle sessions” that frequently ended in savage beatings and some- 
times in death. In Beijing during the height of the terror, trucks patrolled 
the streets collecting the dead. In the countryside, Mao sought to rein- 
troduce some of the radical policies of the Great Leap Forward leading to 
another round of attacks on former landlords, their families, and cadres 
suspected of opposing collectivization.188 

Real opposition to Mao’s policies undoubtedly existed both inside the 
party and in the broader Chinese society, but Mao’s understanding of the 
roots of the opposition vastly overestimated both its scope and intensity. 
As in the other communist states studied in this chapter, several related 
beliefs —that opposition to communism was motivated by class con- 
sciousness, that this consciousness was extremely difficult to rise above, 
and that class was a trait that could be passed from parents to children — 
contributed to the burgeoning scope of the violence.18? Mao’s convic- 
tion that “reeducation” through hard physical labor and psychological 
struggle was possible, at least in principle, may have averted the mass ex- 
ecutions that characterized Stalin’s Great Terror.1°° Nevertheless, be- 
tween three and four million party members and cadres were eventually 
imprisoned.!?! Torture, overwork and inadequate nutrition were com- 
mon in the Chinese prison system and ensured that many inmates, in- 
cluding Peng Dehuai and Lui Shaoqi, ultimately died there.19? 

Mao and his allies never had complete control over the violence of the 
Cultural Revolution. Fighting broke out between factions of the Red 
Guards. Eventually it escalated beyond what even they had envisioned. 
As with his previous campaigns, however, Mao probably understood that 
large-scale violence would be unavoidable in the Cultural Revolution. He 
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did not seek violence or destruction for their own sake, but he was pre- 
pared to accept them as a means to achieve his goals. As Harry Harding 
concludes, the “costs of the Cultural Revolution were largely the pre- 
dictable consequences of Mao’s perception that China was on the brink 
of the restoration of capitalism and his prescription that the mobilization 
of urban youth was the best way to prevent it”!93 

Even the worst leftist “excesses” usually elicited little or no punish- 
ment, while the mere suspicion of “taking the capitalist road” could mean 
death. Indeed, the minister for public security instructed the police not 
to interfere with the Red Guards: 


Should Red Guards who kill people be punished? My opinion is that if 
people have died, well, they're dead; there’s nothing we can do about 
that, and it isn’t our problem. I am not happy with the idea that the 
masses are killing people, but if the masses hate bad people so much that 
we cannot stop them, then let’s not bother trying to stop them. The peo- 
ple’s police has to be behind the Red Guards. We must sympathize with 
them and pass information to them, particularly where the five [black] 
categories [the landlords, rich peasants, counterrevolutionaries, bad ele- 
ments, and rightists] are concerned.1°4 


In 1967, with China threatened by anarchy, Mao finally called in the 
army to restore order. In 1968, he ordered the demobilization of the Red 
Guards—a move that initially resulted in an increase in violence as the 
guards themselves became victims. The imposition of military authority 
did not end the Cultural Revolution, however, but merely reasserted cen- 
tral control over it. The purges and violence continued at lower levels un- 
til Mao’s death in 1976. By then, between 400,000 and 1,000,000 people 
were dead, not including the multitudes that eventually perished in the 
camps. 1°5 


CAMBODIA 


The struggle to achieve the communization of society reached its brutal 
apotheosis in Cambodia during the brief period from 1975 to 1979 under 
the rule of the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK), also known as 
the Khmer Rouge. Unfortunately, far less information is available re- 
garding this chapter in the history of communism than exists for the So- 
viet Union or China. Comparatively few official government documents 
have been recovered from these years. Obsessed with secrecy, Khmer 
Rouge leaders rarely spoke in public or published information about the 
regime and its policies. The CPK refused even to reveal itself as the true 
governing body of Cambodia or to disclose the names of many of its 
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leaders until September 1977, thirty months after it seized power.1°° Nev- 
ertheless, the limited documentation available on the ideology of the 
CPK leadership, along with the ample evidence regarding the implemen- 
tation of Khmer Rouge policies, strongly suggests that the Cambodian 
mass killing was inspired by many of the same strategic considerations 
that motivated communist leaders in the Soviet Union and China. 

As in the Soviet Union and China, most of the violence in Cambodia 
seems to have been the result of communist leaders’ efforts to crush real and 
perceived resistance to the radical, dispossessive transformation that they 
sought to bring about in Cambodian society. The Khmer Rouge con- 
sciously set out to realize the transition to communism more rapidly and 
more completely than had their Soviet and Chinese predecessors.1?” Al- 
though the Khmer Rouge drew much of their inspiration from those rev- 
olutions, they ignored explicit warnings from other communist states 
regarding the dangers of this course. Khmer Rouge leaders bragged that 
they would “show the world that pure communism could indeed be 
achieved in one fell swoop. . . . We will be the first nation to create a com- 
pletely communist society without wasting time on intermediate steps?” 1°83 

Indeed, no drive to transform society has matched the scope, speed, 
and intrusiveness with which the Khmer Rouge thrust their peculiar 
brand of “pure communism” on the Cambodian people. Khmer Rouge 
leaders adhered to a particularly radical variant of Maoist Marxism — 
what Karl Jackson has described as “the ideology of total revolution” — 
that called for extraordinarily profound changes in the daily existence of 
Cambodians from all walks of life.1?? Agricultural production was trans- 
figured. Major cities were emptied. Money, markets, and virtually all pri- 
vate property were eliminated. Former elites were stripped of power, and 
organized religion was abolished. Khmer Rouge leaders literally believed 
they were creating a completely new Cambodian society starting from 
“year zero.” As Jackson concludes, “seldom has any regime sought so 


much change so quickly from so many.”?0° 


The Transformation of the Countryside 


As in the other communist states examined here, the most significant 
changes in Cambodia under communism were directly related to the 
transformation of agricultural production. Approximately 85 percent of 
the Cambodian population worked in the agricultural sector. Although 
all CPK leaders probably favored some form of agricultural reform, many 
seem to have questioned the need for complete collectivization, its asso- 
ciated social and economic policies, and the furious pace at which these 
policies were ultimately implemented. For Pol Pot and his supporters, 
however, a policy of rapid and radical collectivization was seen as the key 
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to achieving their most important economic, military, and ideological 
goals. Fatefully for the people of Cambodia, it was this faction — a faction 
that probably remained a minority in the CPK until 1973 or even later — 
that ultimately prevailed in the intra-party dispute.?°! 

From a practical perspective, Pol Pot’s faction was convinced that col- 
lectivization was the most efficient means to attain the economic and mil- 
itary independence that they believed was necessary to free Cambodia 
from the continuous ravages of foreign powers.?°? Unlike the Soviet 
Union, the Cambodian communist regime was not born alone into a 
world of capitalist states. Yet Pol Pot still perceived Cambodia to be sur- 
rounded by an extremely hostile world.??? Some of these fears are easy 
to understand. When the Khmer Rouge seized power in 1975, Cambodia 
had only just emerged from a civil war against a regime backed directly 
by the United States — a war in which extensive American bombardment 
had killed as many as 150,000 Cambodian civilians.?°4 

Pol Pot and his party allies, however, also seem to have viewed other 
communist states, particularly Vietnam, with at least as much suspicion 
as they did the “American imperialists.” Although the Vietnamese had 
supported the Khmer Rouge during the civil war, long-standing tensions 
between the two states remained. By 1973 a serious rift had opened over 
disputed border regions and Vietnamese influence in the Cambodian 
Communist Party.?°> Military clashes between Vietnamese and Khmer 
Rouge forces broke out in 1975. The Soviet Union, for its part, could not 
be trusted as a reliable friend because it was too closely allied with the 
Vietnamese. Furthermore, Pol Pot believed that both countries were fol- 
lowing a revisionist Marxist path, retreating from the ideals of socialism. 
Indeed, Khmer Rouge leaders suspected that the United States, the So- 
viet Union, and the Vietnamese were collaborating in an effort to over- 
throw the new regime.?°° Pol Pot hoped for continued support from 
China, but even Chinese friendship may have been in doubt following 
the death of Mao in 1976. 

Pol Pot and his supporters believed that collectivization would con- 
tribute to the defense of their regime in two principal ways. First, collec- 
tivization would rationalize Cambodia’s backward agricultural system. 
Small, privately owned peasant plots, which produced little more than a 
subsistence crop, would be organized into massive farming communities 
in which labor and resources could be pooled. An extensive system of 
canals and dikes would be constructed to irrigate Cambodia’s water- 
hungry rice crop, further increasing productivity. Forests would be 
cleared to open up new fertile land. These reforms, they believed, would 
soon generate huge surpluses that could be harnessed to feed the military 
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or be sold for export in return for the capital needed to speed the devel- 
opment of Cambodian industry and defense.?°” By centralizing produc- 
tion, collectivization would also facilitate the appropriation of the harvest 
by the state. Khmer Rouge planners believed that these policies would 
triple the harvest to three tons or more per hectare of land. As one party 
report put it, “striving for three tons has a very profound meaning. Three 
tons means national defense?”298 

Second, at least as important as protecting itself from external enemies, 
collectivization would help to control the large segments of the Cambo- 
dian population that the Khmer Rogue believed to be hostile to the 
regime.?°? Pol Pot had achieved power in Cambodia with far less popu- 
lar support than Mao had, possibly even less than Lenin. The Khmer 
Rogue seem to have understood that they lacked support, at least among 
certain sectors of the population. Collectivization, they hoped, would 
win over much of the population by rapidly increasing their standard of 
living. The Khmer Rouge also suspected that some groups would prob- 
ably never accept communism. Nevertheless, collectivization would pro- 
vide an important weapon for dealing with these enemies by providing 
the organizational means to control them or, if necessary, to eradicate 
them. 

Thus, only by increasing agricultural productivity, Pol Pot and his 
associates reasoned, could the regime develop the domestic resources 
needed to defend itself from its enemies abroad. Only by increasing the 
regime’s ability to control and monitor the population could they defend 
it from enemies within. Collectivization solved both problems simulta- 
neously. 

CPK supporters of radical collectivization, however, also seem to have 
been moved by deeper, ideological impulses. Although rationalizing agri- 
cultural production and developing Cambodia’s industry were vital goals, 
an equally important aim of collectivization and its related social policies 
was to contribute to the realization of their utopian vision for a new, egal- 
itarian society.7!° The collective farms were seen as the means to produce 
not only an abundance of rice but also a radically new political and social 
consciousness among the people. Perhaps for this reason there is little ev- 
idence that Pol Pot and his followers, unlike other CPK members, ever 
seriously considered other possible routes to increased agricultural pro- 
ductivity. On the contrary, Pol Pot openly criticized other socialist coun- 
tries for failing to stamp out all traces of individualism and private 
property in their societies. The dire lessons of the Soviet collectivization 
and even direct warnings from Chinese communist leaders regarding the 
possible dangers of such a course were dismissed out of hand.71! Cam- 
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bodia, Pol Pot claimed, must adopt a pure collectivist system. “The goal 
of our collectivism is to raise the living standards of the people,’ he told 
a meeting of high-ranking party members. But collectivism was also a 
goal in itself. “Our livelihood must improve, but it will do so along col- 
lectivist lines??? 

The first Khmer Rouge experiments with collectivization actually be- 
gan in 1973 in regions of Cambodia under communist control during the 
civil war. Prior to this period, the Khmer Rouge had instituted relatively 
moderate agricultural policies, including the small-scale redistribution of 
land and the organization of cooperative work teams.? 13 Land remained 
in private hands and many peasants seem to have supported the reforms. 
In 1973, however, full-scale collectivization and an assault on other aspects 
of peasant life commenced in some Khmer Rouge zones under the ban- 
ner of “Democratic Revolution.” The shift in policy, which appears to 
have marked the increasing influence of Pol Pors faction in the CPK, 
was launched on the heels of a major purge of cadres who supported 
more moderate economic plans and a closer relationship with the Viet- 
namese.?14 Most Cambodian peasants were opposed to the radical new 
policies.7!5 According to Kenneth Quinn, “Cambodia’s peasantry has a 
long history of ownership of its own land. . . . The history of the Pol Pot 
regime has been one of peasant resistance to the imposed changes, rather 
than active or even grudging support and involvement.”?!¢ In many re- 
gions opposition was confined to passive resistance, but in some places 
peasants rose up and assassinated Khmer Rouge cadres.?!7 The Khmer 
Rouge increasingly resorted to violence to gain compliance with their 
policies.718 

Peasant resistance might have been expected to prompt a reevaluation 
or relaxation of these policies after the Khmer Rouge achieved national 
power in 1975. Unfortunately for the people of Cambodia, Pol Pot’s fac- 
tion believed there was simply no time to bring the population around to 
the idea of communism through patient persuasion or to acclimate them 
gradually to this alien way of life. They were convinced that, on the con- 
trary, these radical changes had to be implemented immediately if the rev- 
olution and the regime were to survive.?!? The external and internal 
enemies that Khmer Rouge leaders so desperately feared would not stand 
idly by while Cambodia gradually developed its economy and consoli- 
dated its domestic political position. Pol Pot may well have looked to the 
extermination of the Indonesian Communist Party in 1965 as an example 
of what might happen to the CPK if it adopted a gradual course.??° He 
explained the rationale behind his ambitious four-year economic plan to 
a meeting of his fellow party members in 1976: “Why must we move so 
swiftly? Because enemies attack and torment us. From the east and the 
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west they persist in pounding and worrying us. . . . There is no time to 
wait for another occasion; waiting until 1977 . . . would be very slow. We 
wort wait. We must do it [now] even though we have only just emerged 
from war?221 

Nationwide collectivization was launched in 1976. Because collec- 
tivization was not merely an instrument of economic production but the 
central organizational mechanism for building a pure communist society, 
Cambodia’s collective farms assumed a more radical form than those in 
the Soviet Union.??? The farms provided the organization necessary to 
transmit and enforce the regime’s policies on virtually all aspects of life. 
The commune was the center for the political education of the masses 
where party propaganda could be efficiently communicated to a captive 
audience. Children were indoctrinated with Khmer Rouge political 
thought from a very early age. Villagers were forced to attend lengthy 
meetings where they were lectured by Khmer Rouge cadres and forced 
to denounce fellow citizens who failed to comply with the rules. The 
slightest deviation from the party line could be monitored and punished. 
Hair, clothing styles, and even language were subject to strict guidelines. 
To further the party’s assault on all aspects of individualism, even the 
smallest private vegetable gardens were banned. All traces of capitalism, 
including money, were abolished. A policy of communal eating was es- 
tablished on the farms, and family members were routinely separated to 
ensure that alternate loyalties to the regime could not take root.?74 

By this time, Khmer Rouge leaders could have harbored no illusions 
about the necessity for violence and coercion in the implementation of 
these policies. On the contrary, the CPK reminded its cadres that “one 
hand is for production, the other for beating the enemy”??4 Full-scale re- 
bellion broke out in at least one region.??5 In addition to genuine peas- 
ant opposition, however, Khmer Rouge ideology vastly exaggerated the 
scale and scope of the resistance. The regime’s production schedules and 
quotas were profoundly unrealistic, but when peasants proved incapable 
of meeting them, Khmer Rouge leaders usually interpreted these failures 
as deliberate sabotage by class enemies and simply stepped up the re- 
pression.??® The least signs of resistance to the regime’s elaborate social 
policies were severely punished, often by death. State security services 
were explicitly told to proceed from the assumption that “wherever there 
are catastrophes or under-achievements in terms of building the country, 
defending the country or sorting out popular living standards, enemies 
exist in those places”??? Even the famine that was triggered by the 
regime’s policies was blamed on enemy agents and wreckers.?78 

Perhaps even more than their Soviet or Chinese predecessors, Khmer 
Rouge leaders seem to have believed that resistance to the revolution was 
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rooted in a person’s class and social origins.??? As Jean-Louis Margolin 
notes, “for the Khmer Rouge. . . some social groups were criminal by na- 
ture, and this criminality was seen as transmittable from husband to wife, 
as well as an inherited trait. . . . We can speak of the racialization of social 
groups.”?3° The Khmer Rouge targeted a wide range of groups that they 
believed constituted intractable foes of the communization of Cambo- 
dian society. These included not only traditional communist enemies 
such as rich peasants, landlords, and village political or religious leaders, 
but a host of other groups that appear to have been products of the 
unique brand of communist ideology advocated by the Khmer Rouge. 

Cambodia’s city dwellers were the most well known of these victims. 
The Khmer Rouge hoped that the collective farms would control their 
enemies in the countryside, but they were even more concerned about the 
urban population. The cities were the center of the capitalist way of life 
that the Khmer Rouge had set out to abolish. Urban areas were home to 
the elites of the old regime and to large concentrations of non-Khmer eth- 
nic groups and nationalities. As Ben Kiernan writes, when “the Khmer 
Rouge applied their class analysis to the urban population, they found no 
allies??31 Thus, immediately after seizing power the Khmer Rouge be- 
gan forcibly emptying Cambodia’s major cities and evacuating their pop- 
ulations to the countryside. In public, the Khmer Rouge claimed that 
they had taken this drastic step in an effort to bring the swelling city pop- 
ulation closer to the food supply. Privately, Pol Pot admitted that he be- 
lieved that forcing the bulk of the urban population into the countryside 
and exterminating their elites would render them easier to control.?97 

This policy subjected Cambodia’s large urban population to the same 
kinds of life-shattering changes that had been reserved primarily for the 
peasantry in the Soviet Union and China. The Khmer Rouge forced 
nearly two million people out of the capital city, Phnom Penh, alone. 
Even the hospitals were emptied. Khmer Rouge cadres shot all those who 
resisted. Outside the cities, the expellees were sorted into groups based 
on Khmer Rouge ideological categories. Those suspected of any associa- 
tion with the Lon Nol regime or the military were executed immediately. 
The remainder faced a grueling journey to the countryside. By one es- 
timate, 10,600 residents of Phnom Penh died during the trek, not in- 
cluding those executed at the outset.?33 Once they reached their rural 
destinations, former city dwellers were put to work in the fields. Many 
were unaccustomed to hard labor and soon perished from exhaustion. 
Even after relocation, city dwellers remained suspect and generally re- 
ceived lower food rations on the collectives. When famine struck, they 
suffered disproportionately. Perhaps four hundred thousand evacuees 
eventually died.?34 
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The regime also targeted certain ethnic and national groups. The 
Khmer Rouge were deeply suspicious of the loyalty of Cambodia’s large 
Vietnamese and Muslim Cham minorities. Members of these groups 
were represented disproportionately among the ranks of Pol Pot’s vic- 
tims.?35 Ethnic targeting was so pronounced that Kiernan suggests that 
“Khmer Rouge conceptions of race overshadowed those of class.”?3° 
On the other hand, as Stephen Heder documents, in many ways Khmer 
Rouge ideology seems to have conflated the concepts of class and eth- 
nicity.737 Ethnic groups were singled out in large part because they were 
believed to be enemies of communism, and because their supposed group 
loyalties conflicted with the absolute allegiance demanded by the state. In 
the final accounting, members of the ethnic Khmer majority made up the 
largest absolute number of victims. 

Because many of the regime’s enemies were thought to be driven by 
their social backgrounds and consciousness to oppose communism, 
much of the violence under the Khmer Rouge was strictly preemptive.?38 
No significant attempt was made to produce evidence of a person’s indi- 
vidual guilt, beyond his membership in a suspect group, or to reform 
members of these enemy groups. Many simply were executed outright. 
Khmer Rouge slogans proclaimed that “it isn’t enough to cut down a bad 
plant, it must be uprooted”??? 

The Khmer Rouge pursued their total revolution at a pace that 
matched their ambitions. Total collectivization was achieved less than two 
years after the revolution. The extraordinary pace and scope of the 
changes imposed by the Khmer Rouge resulted in extraordinary suffer- 
ing for Cambodian society. Between 1,000,000 and 2,000,000 people 
perished during the forty-four terrible months the Khmer Rouge gov- 
erned Cambodia.**° This staggering loss represents approximately one 
eighth to one quarter of the country’s population. By one estimate, 34 
percent of Cambodian men aged twenty to thirty died, as did 40 percent 
of men aged thirty to forty and 54 percent of people of both sexes over 
sixty.?4! The Soviet collectivization of agriculture, which left roughly 5 to 
6.5 percent of the Soviet population dead, was considerably less violent 
by comparison. 

Half or more of the deaths caused by the Khmer Rouge appear to have 
been the result of executions or other violence.24?2 Vast numbers of vic- 
tims, however, also died, either of exhaustion while laboring in the fields 
or of starvation during the famine that gripped the country beginning in 
1976. Despite allegations to the contrary, there is little evidence to sug- 
gest that the Khmer Rouge deliberately created the famine. Yet, as in the 
Soviet Union and China, there can be no doubt that the regime took ac- 
tions that exacerbated it and directed its most deadly effects against sus- 
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pect classes and other enemies of the regime. As Margolin notes, “the 
hunger that crushed so many Cambodians over the years was used delib- 
erately by the regime in the service of its interests. .. . The games that 
were played with the food supply made forced evacuation easier, pro- 
moted acceptance of the collective canteens, and also weakened interper- 
sonal relationships, including those between parents and children. 
Everyone, by contrast, would kiss the hand that fed them, regardless of 
how bloody it was”?43 The Khmer Rouge refused to relax the pace of the 
transformation or reduce their grain and rice quotas even after it was clear 
that a major famine was taking place. On the contrary, the regime con- 
tinued to export rice in the effort to gain precious foreign capital. Sur- 
vivors reported that Khmer Rouge cadres repeated the slogan “Losing 
you is not a loss, and keeping you is no specific gain ”?44 


Political Purges and Terror 


Documentation on the use of political purges by the Khmer Rouge is very 
limited, but it is evident that this kind of violence played a significant role 
in Cambodia.?*° In a pattern that bears a striking similarity to the Great 
Terror and the Cultural Revolution, these purges appear to have been part 
of an effort by Pol Pot and perhaps a few other like-minded Khmer Rouge 
leaders to protect the achievements of the revolution from what they per- 
ceived to be powerful and omnipresent enemies. As Jackson observes, 
“not only were the goals of the revolutionaries extreme . . . but in addi- 
tion the revolutionaries lived in constant fear that their revolution would 
either be co-opted by the former ruling classes or crushed from without. 
The necessity of permanently eliminating all potential counterrevolu- 
tionary elites derived from a pervasive fear that revolutions are often be- 
trayed, usually by their leaders??*° 

In fact, the radical nature of Pol Pors goals and his fears of opposition 
were closely connected. Pol Pot’s extremely radical policies generated op- 
position not only among the peasants it most directly affected but also 
within the Communist Party itself— much as collectivization in the So- 
viet Union and China had done. As noted above, opposition within the 
party to the radical course favored by Pol Pot and his followers emerged 
years before the Khmer Rouge launched their nationwide program of so- 
cial and economic transformation in 1976. The party seems to have been 
deeply divided over a number of related issues, including Pol Pot’s radi- 
cal economic plans, his ideas for social transformation, and his insistence 
on complete independence from Vietnam. Even the party’s principal ex- 
pert on agriculture appears to have opposed Pol Pot’s radical ideas con- 
cerning collectivization.?#” Pol Pot had managed to force his policies 
through during the war, but some regional party leaders had proved re- 
luctant to implement them. 
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A series of purges beginning in 1971 had eliminated many suspected 
opponents in the party, particularly those with connections to Vietnam. 
When the Khmer Rouge emerged victorious in 1975, however, deep 
doubts persisted throughout the ranks of the party regarding the radical 
course that Pol Pot and his followers were plotting for Cambodia. These 
doubts appear to have emerged in intra-party debates over the shape of 
the regime’s first four-year economic plan. Although many details of these 
debates are not known, David Chandler speculates that “many experi- 
enced cadres viewed with alarm the provisions of the Plan relating to col- 
lectivization . . . They knew the targets were impossible. ... Some of 
them may also have thought the human consequences prohibitive. . . . 
There is no evidence that such views were welcomed by the Party Center. 
Indeed there is ample indirect evidence . . . that by the end of 1976, Pol 
Pot and his associates had become frightened and enraged by what they 
saw as widespread opposition to their policies”?48 

Driven by the belief that his radical policies were the key to the con- 
struction of his utopian social order, Pol Pot is unlikely to have consid- 
ered compromise with party moderates as an acceptable solution to this 
dispute. Moreover, although it is still impossible to know for certain, it 
seems that opposition to Pol Pot may well have posed a threat not only 
to his grand schemes but also to his immediate hold on power. Testimony 
from several defectors indicates that some kind of plot against Pol Pot was 
launched in September 1976.74? According to Quinn, an attempted coup 
“was organized and carried out by military leaders and senior party offi- 
cials who were dismayed by the continuing level of violence in the coun- 
try and the stark nature of the new society??5° One Khmer Rouge 
defector explained that “all the soldiers wanted to create a rebellion that 
would allow people to go back to work as they did before the capture of 
Phnom Penh??5! 

Whatever the true nature of the opposition to Pol Pot, there is little 
doubt that he perceived his regime and his policies to be in serious jeop- 
ardy. Like Stalin and Mao before him, he responded with a series of bru- 
tal purges. High-ranking Khmer Rouge officials suspected of involvement 
in the coup were executed along with anyone voicing opposition to Pol 
Pot’s radical designs. Five of the thirteen highest-ranking Khmer Rouge 
officials of 1975 were dead by 1978.252 

Pol Pot’s purges, like Stalin’s during the late 1930s, rapidly expanded to 
include large numbers of people with little connection to opposition ac- 
tivity, including many people outside the party. Pol Pot, too, subscribed 
to a deeply conspiratorial worldview that motivated him to lash out in all 
directions at imaginary enemies. He accepted Stalin’s notion that class 
struggle would intensify rather than abate after the revolution.?°? In 1975, 
following the evacuation of Cambodia’s cities, a Khmer Rouge party 
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journal warned cadres that the reactionary “classes have already collapsed, 
but their views still remain, their aspirations still remain. Therefore, they 
continue to conflict with the revolution. Whether they can carry out ac- 
tivities against us is the concrete condition which prompts us to continue 
the revolution ”?54 Pol Pot believed that once the party had closed off the 
possibility of open opposition, enemies of the regime would be forced to 
seek to undermine it from within.?5> Indeed, the Khmer Rouge leader- 
ship became obsessed with the possibility of internal subversion.2°° In 
July 1978 a party publication declared that “there are enemies everywhere 
within our ranks, in the center, at headquarters, in the zones, and out in 
the villages”257 

Falling back on the conviction that opposition to the regime was 
spawned by impure social backgrounds, party members with suspect “life 
histories” were purged and executed.?5° The same logic justified the prac- 
tice of murdering victims’ family members.2°? The Khmer Rouge are said 
to have murdered the entire population of the village where Lon Nol had 
once lived on the grounds that all were relatives or potential supporters 
of the former president.7©° Military organizations were purged. Intellec- 
tuals and all other potential sources of opposition were targeted. The 
purges also focused on anyone with foreign ancestry or connections 
abroad, especially the Vietnamese. One Khmer Rouge slogan counseled: 
“Tt is better to arrest ten people by mistake than to let one guilty person 
go free”??? 

No separate estimates have been produced for the death toll resulting 
from these purges, but the dead surely numbered in the tens of thousands 
and quite possibly much higher. Nearly fourteen thousand were executed 
in the infamous facility known as Tuol Sleng (or S-21) alone.?° Ironi- 
cally, some observers have suggested that it may have been the excessive 
brutality of these purges that led a group of Cambodian military officers 
to turn against the regime in 1978.7°? These officers forged an alliance 
with the Vietnamese, who ultimately succeeded in overthrowing the 
Khmer Rouge regime in January 1979. 


LESS VIOLENT COMMUNIST REGIMES 


Understanding the reasons why the radical communist regimes described 
here proved to be so violent can also shed light on why many other nom- 
inally communist regimes have managed to avoid mass killing. Commu- 
nist states such as Czechoslovakia, Cuba, Laos, and Nicaragua, among 
many others, never launched campaigns of mass killing against their cit- 
izens. Few of these states could be called pacific, but none experienced 
bloodshed to compare with the mass killings in the Soviet Union, China, 
and Cambodia. 
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A multitude of factors account for the differences between these less 
violent communist states and the brutal regimes discussed above. Many 
of these distinguishing characteristics are highly case specific, but I find 
that four general factors are particularly useful for understanding the less 
violent path of some communist states. These factors may operate alone, 
but more commonly they seem to function in combination. They may act 
to avert mass violence altogether or they may simply reduce its magni- 
tude. It should be emphasized that these factors are not merely an ad hoc 
list of unrelated variables and conditions. On the contrary, they are sig- 
nificant across diverse cases precisely because they directly influence the 
causal processes identified in this chapter, decreasing the strategic incen- 
tives for mass killing facing communist leaders. The association of these 
factors with less violent communist regimes, therefore, provides further 
evidence for the validity of the strategic approach. 

The first and most self-evident factor common to many less violent 
communist regimes is a relatively small population. One reason that the 
absolute death tolls in China and the Soviet Union were so staggering is 
that these countries happened to be two of the most populous states in 
the world. The population of the Soviet Union during the 1930s was over 
160 million.7°* China’s population at the start of the Great Leap Forward 
in 1958 was over 659 million.?65 By contrast, none of the communist states 
in Eastern Europe except for Poland had a population greater than twenty 
million people in 1946.7°° Although Cambodia’s experience with com- 
munism — which left between 1,000,000 and 2,000,000 dead out of a to- 
tal population of only 8,000,000 — demonstrates that even communist 
states with relatively small populations can produce monumental num- 
bers of victims, it is axiomatic that less populous states must be relatively 
more radical and violent to generate the same absolute death tolls as larger 
ones. Indeed, as noted above, the Khmer Rouge consciously set out to 
surpass China and the Soviet Union in the speed and scope with which 
they implemented communism. 

Because of the close connection between the implementation of radi- 
cal communist agricultural policies and mass killing, the size of the pop- 
ulation employed in the agricultural sector can be especially important. 
When peasants and farmers make up a relatively smaller percentage of the 
total population, radical agricultural policies such as collectivization be- 
come comparatively easier to implement. This appears to have been the 
case in East Germany, for example, where only 23 percent of the popula- 
tion was employed in agriculture in 1950, and in Czechoslovakia, where 
39 percent were farmers.?°” In contrast, prior to collectivization, more 
than 80 percent of the populations of the Soviet Union, China, and Cam- 
bodia worked in agriculture.?7°8 

The mitigating effect of small population size is not simply an artifact 
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of the high numerical threshold for mass killing utilized in this book. 
When the size of the population directly affected by radical communist 
policies is sufficiently small, the decrease in the amount of violence nec- 
essary to implement these policies may actually be greater than the pro- 
portional decrease in population relative to the states studied in this 
chapter. Small population size, especially in the agricultural sector, can 
open up an entirely different set of options for communist leaders. Dis- 
possessed farmers may be able to find employment in the industrial sec- 
tor or migrate to other countries. In Russia and China, communist 
leaders planned to exploit agricultural surpluses to finance industrial de- 
velopment. When the agricultural sector is sufficiently small, however, 
surpluses may flow in the opposite direction— from industry to agricul- 
ture. In these cases, collectivization may be facilitated by a greater reliance 
on positive economic inducements to convince farmers to join collectives 
or to compensate individuals for collectivized property. 

A second factor that influences the likelihood of mass killing under 
communism is the degree of radicalism or moderation in the policies of 
social transformation adopted by these regimes. Less violent communist 
regimes have generally taken a more moderate, gradual, and incentive- 
based approach to the transformation of their societies. Compared to 
Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot, leaders of less violent communist regimes have 
proved much less committed to transforming their societies into full- 
fledged communist utopias. For Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot, the transfor- 
mation of society in accordance with Marxist principles was the central 
goal of the revolution. Its attainment was an end that justified virtually 
any means. When faced with widespread popular resistance, economic 
dislocation, and even massive famines, these leaders refused to compro- 
mise their goals. Severe adverse consequences were seen not as indica- 
tions that fundamental ideological assumptions needed to be rethought, 
or radical policies moderated, but as manifestations of an inevitable class 
struggle to be crushed without mercy. 

Less violent communist leaders, often weaned on Stalinist doctrine, 
have frequently come to power with similarly radical ideas about the 
transformation of their societies. When confronted with the harsh reali- 
ties required to bring about these changes, however, pragmatism has usu- 
ally prevailed. When severe economic disruptions or widespread popular 
resistance to government policies have materialized, moderate commu- 
nist leaders have been willing to compromise and, in some cases, com- 
pletely abandon plans for the transformation of society. Sometimes these 
decisions, like Lenin’s choice to discontinue war communism in favor of 
the more moderate NEP, have stemmed from the conclusion that the 
party simply lacked the capability to force communism on an unwilling 
society. In other cases, the lack of ideological commitment to the com- 
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plete socialization of society has made it easier for leaders to suspend rad- 
ical policies such as collectivization. 

Although moderate communist regimes have not been afraid to use vi- 
olence against political opposition and suppress individual liberties such 
as freedom of speech, press, and organization, they have generally im- 
posed far fewer dispossessive changes on their societies than were forced 
upon the people of the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia. Their more 
moderate policies have tended to generate fewer adverse affects on 
smaller numbers of people. As a result, they have also generated less re- 
sistance and consequently presented leaders with fewer incentives to con- 
template large-scale violence. 

Many communist regimes, for example, have focused their economic 
reforms primarily on the nationalization of major industries, financial in- 
stitutions, or large estates — especially when foreign owned —and left 
small-scale agriculture and small businesses in private hands. The expro- 
priation of property in the industrial sector usually is significantly easier 
to accomplish than it is in agriculture because industrial capital is typically 
concentrated in the hands ofa relatively small number of individuals. The 
nationalization of industry need not dispossess the mass of industrial 
workers of their most valued possessions, nor does it impose upon them 
a fundamentally new way of life. Under communism, industrial laborers 
often continue to work in the same jobs, at the same factories, and in 
much the same ways as they had before. In some cases, the communiza- 
tion of industry actually can result in increased wages and improved 
working conditions for workers. 

Even in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia, the nationalization 
of industry was accomplished with relatively little violence compared to 
the socialist transformation of the countryside. As Moshe Lewin points 
out, although the Bolsheviks nationalized all major industry and finance 
soon after they seized power, 


no one had demanded that the proletariat should change their way of life, 
or even their methods of production, which were the same as they had 
been before the revolution. Now [with collectivization] . . . the peasants 
were being urged to pool their property and to organize their produc- 
tion along totally new lines, to make an abrupt transition from a pre-cap- 
italist phase of development to socialism, which was still for them an 
unknown quantity. It was unthinkable that the peasants could ever ac- 
cept such a total disruption of their society of their own free will.?°? 


Indeed, perhaps the most important aspect of policy moderation in less 
violent communist regimes has been their approach to the transfor- 
mation of the agricultural sector, particularly their policies of col- 
lectivization. Less violent communist regimes often launched no major 
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collectivization drives at all, or have opted to collectivize a relatively small 
number of farms. This pattern was particularly prevalent in nominally 
Marxist African states such as Benin, Cape Verde, Madagascar, and 
Mozambique, where true collective farms seldom accounted for more 
than 5 percent of the arable land.?”° In some countries, collectivization 
appears to have occurred in name only, with collective farms serving as a 
cover for the operation of private companies or for the traditional agri- 
cultural practices of individual farmers.?”1 Other regimes have retreated 
from plans for large-scale collectivization after encountering practical 
difficulties or strong resistance from the peasantry. Such was the case in 
both Yugoslavia and Poland in the early 1950s.777 

A few communist regimes, however, do appear to have succeeded in 
introducing widespread agricultural collectivization with relatively little 
violence or coercion. Often free from the real or perceived pressures for 
rapid industrialization and increasing military expenditures that impelled 
the Soviet, Chinese, and Cambodian collectivization programs, many of 
these states have felt less need to extract resources from agriculture and 
less urgency in achieving full collectivization. They have usually elected 
to implement collectivization with much greater freedom and flexibility 
for farmers, frequently by means of a gradual or staged approach. They 
have tended to rely on positive inducements, economic incentives, and 
political propaganda in order to encourage participation in collectives. 
They have permitted wealthier peasants to join collectives. Crucially, in 
contrast to the excessive and uncompensated seizures of grain and con- 
fiscation land that characterized collectivization in the Soviet Union, 
China, and Cambodia, less violent communist regimes have tended to de- 
mand less of their peasants’ harvest and pay more for it. They have pro- 
vided greater compensation for confiscated land and other property, 
especially from smallholders. 

The collectivization of agriculture in Hungary illustrates both the vio- 
lence associated with efforts to force a rapid transition to collectivization 
and the potential for a less violent transition when more moderate meth- 
ods are employed. Hungary’s first collectivization drive was launched un- 
der pressure from the Soviet Union and was heavily influenced by the 
Stalinist model. Peasants were forced to join collectives. Thousands of so- 
called kulaks were arrested, and cadres commonly resorted to violence to 
suppress opposition to collectivization.”3 These policies met with stiff 
resistance from the peasantry and provoked a major economic and polit- 
ical crisis for the new regime. Stalin’s death in 1953, however, eased pres- 
sure from the Soviet Union for rapid collectivization and allowed a more 
moderate regime to come to power. Collectivization was largely aban- 
doned, and many of the newly formed collectives were dissolved. A sec- 
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ond collectivization drive was launched in 1958 by the regime installed by 
the Soviet Union following the suppression of the Hungarian revolution. 
As Joan Sokolovsky documents, however, the new regime adopted a con- 
siderably more moderate approach to collectivization.?”* State invest- 
ments in agriculture, including aid from the Soviet Union and other 
Eastern European countries, were substantially increased. Peasants were 
compensated for the land, animals, and equipment that they contributed 
to the collectives. Subsidies for the purchase of equipment and livestock 
were provided to collective farms. Greater autonomy was granted to the 
collectives. Perhaps most importantly, the class struggle against the kulak 
was explicitly repudiated and all peasants were encouraged to participate 
in the collectives.?7> By the early 1960s, almost all of Hungary’s arable 
land had been organized into state or collective farms with very little vi- 
olence. 

A third factor affecting the likelihood that communist regimes will en- 
gage in mass killing is the degree to which those groups and individuals 
liable to be dispossessed by the communization of society are capable of 
fleeing the country. The exodus of potential enemies of the regime limits 
the scope of the repression the regime must use to impose the transition 
to communism. It can also make available vital resources, especially land, 
that can used to entice the rest of the population into compliance. Under 
these circumstances, regimes may be able to make the transition to com- 
munism relatively peacefully — although seldom without any violence 
whatsoever. In Cuba, for example, approximately one million people out 
of a population of less than eight million fled the country in the aftermath 
of the 1959 revolution.?7° Among those who left were the owners of most 
of Cuba’s major industries and large agricultural plantations. This exodus 
left Fidel Castro’s regime with significant resources that might otherwise 
have required considerable violence to procure. Although several thou- 
sand people were killed as Castro cracked down on his remaining politi- 
cal opponents, over 85 percent of the land was ultimately consolidated in 
state and collective farms.?”” Robert Melson argues that the flight of “up- 
per and middle classes” to the United States may have allowed Cuba to 
get “rid of its real and imagined enemies without having to resort to 
genocide:”?78 

A similar pattern emerged in Vietnam after the Geneva Accords di- 
vided the country in 1954. More than nine hundred thousand residents of 
North Vietnam, or over 6 percent of the population, fled to the South.?7? 
Bernard Fall writes that as a result of this migration, “not only was land 
freed for redistribution by the Viet-Minh, but a vast reservoir of poten- 
tial anti-Communist subversive elements was cleared from the area?2®° 
Between 1,500 and 50,000 people may have been killed in connection 
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with the collectivization of agriculture in North Vietnam, but such 
figures pale in comparison to the massive violence experienced in the So- 
viet Union, China, and Cambodia.?8! The same may have been true in 
East Germany, where over 3,500,000 people, almost 20 percent of the 
population, fled the communist regime between 1950 and 1961, many as 
a direct response to collectivization.?°? Likewise, over one million Kore- 
ans, more than ro percent of the population above the 38th parallel, made 
their way to the South between 1945 and 1947 following the communist 
takeover.?83 Hundreds of thousands of Japanese, including a major per- 
centage of Korea’s large landowners, also fled Korea after the Second 
World War. Estimates of the number of people killed by the North Ko- 
rean regime vary widely, and it is very possible that mass killing did oc- 
cur there, but several authors have noted that the exodus may have eased 
the process of communization in the North.?54 

The fourth reason that some communist regimes have avoided mass 
killing is that the leaders of these regimes do not seem to have shared the 
ultra-paranoid worldview held by Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot. Leaders in 
less violent regimes have generally rejected, or at least placed less empha- 
sis on, the Stalinist notions that individual behavior is determined by 
immutable class origins and that class struggle is destined to intensify fol- 
lowing the victory of communist forces. Indeed, a shift in the mentality 
of the communist leadership goes a long way toward explaining why mass 
killing ceased virtually overnight in the Soviet Union and China imme- 
diately following the deaths of Stalin and Mao.?5* In his secret speech to 
the Twentieth Party Congress in 1956, for example, Khrushchev accused 
Stalin of being “sickly suspicious. . . everywhere and in everything he saw 
‘enemies, ‘two-facers’ and ‘spies.’” He explicitly rejected Stalin’s notion 
that the class struggle would intensify as communism progressed. He at- 
tacked Stalin for using “mass repression at a time when the revolution was 
already victorious, when the Soviet State was strengthened, when the ex- 
ploiting classes were already liquidated. . . . [H]e chose the path of re- 
pression and physical annihilation, not only against actual enemies, but 
against individuals who had not committed any crimes against the party 
and the Soviet government.”?8° 

Prior to Stalin’s death in 1953, the distinction between the paranoid, 
Stalinist worldview and the more moderate views of less violent com- 
munist leaders was most clearly represented by the public split between 
Stalin and the Yugoslav leadership under President Josip Tito. Stalin at- 
tacked Tito over a wide range of issues, including Yugoslavia’s more grad- 
ual, voluntary program for the collectivization of agriculture.78” A major 
aspect of the dispute, however, focused on the Yugoslav attitude toward 
class struggle. Yugoslav leaders acknowledged that they would face ene- 
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mies in the transition to communism, but unlike Stalin, they also believed 
that the former “exploitative classes” could be reformed and integrated 
into the rest of society. They rejected the Stalinist tactic of using terror as 
a prophylactic measure to suppress entire classes, focusing repression in- 
stead on specific individuals who resisted communist policies.78% Stalin 
believed that the Yugoslav leadership’s failure to launch an all-out assault 
on the capitalist classes, especially the kulaks, was a grave error that 
amounted to a repudiation of the policies he had fought so hard to im- 
plement in the Soviet Union. In a 1948 letter to the Yugoslav Commu- 
nist Party, Stalin and Molotov attacked Yugoslav leaders for “their denial 
of the strengthening of capitalist elements, and in connection with this, 
the sharpening of the class struggle in the villages.” They charged that 
“this denial arose from the opportunist contention that in the transitional 
period between capitalism and socialism, the class struggle does not be- 
come sharper, as taught by Marxism-Leninism, but dies out, as averred 
by opportunists of the Bukharin type, who postulated a decadent theory 
of the peaceful absorption of the capitalist elements into the socialist 
structure.”28? 

Tito’s comparatively moderate ideas about the nature of domestic op- 
position and the usefulness of repression also applied to the Yugoslav 
Communist Party itself. Tito did not subscribe to Stalin’s theory that en- 
emies of communism would infiltrate the party in vast numbers, seeking 
to destroy it from within. He proclaimed that “our revolution does not 
devour its children”??° Although Tito was not afraid to crack down on 
the Cominformists in the party who had sided with Stalin during the 
Yugoslav-Soviet confrontation, Richard West stresses that “the persecu- 
tion of Cominformists never became a witch-hunt, similar to the smelling 
out of “Trotskyists’ and ‘saboteurs’ in the Soviet Union during the 1930s. 
The great majority of people arrested in Yugoslavia really were Comin- 
formists.”2°! Perhaps twelve thousand were imprisoned, but there were 
few executions. Tito warned, “We mustn’t allow petty suspicions to lead 
us, like the Russians, into destroying our comrades. We have to give our 


comrades a chance to correct their mistaken views??? 


Reflecting on the violent history of the twentieth century, Robert Con- 
quest observed that “humanity has been savaged and trampled by rogue 
ideologies.”??3 As I have described in this chapter, radical communist ide- 
ologies savaged and trampled the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia 
from top to bottom. 

The mass killings carried out in these three countries were remarkably 
similar. Indeed, there can be little doubt that the younger regimes con- 
sciously studied, emulated, and sometimes attempted to outdo the ones 
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that preceded them. All three regimes launched extremely radical cam- 
paigns to transform agricultural production. Each campaign ultimately 
resulted in massive violence, severe economic disruption, and famine. 
These catastrophes spawned increasing political opposition within the 
ruling parties of each state, which, in turn, provided the impetus for rad- 
ical leaders to launch major political purges in order to protect their po- 
sitions and their visions for society. Motivated by fantastically paranoid 
beliefs about the scope and nature of the opposition, each leader conse- 
quently broadened his purge until it swallowed a vast array of innocent 
victims in his own party and in society at large. 

These were the acts of true believers. Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot were 
radicals, even among members of their own radical political parties. Each 
sought more, faster, and deeper changes than almost all of his contem- 
poraries. Each was convinced that his ends justified his means. Each ulti- 
mately sanctioned the use of massive violence because he believed it was 
the only “practical” way to achieve and protect his utopian vision for so- 
ciety. 

Communism, especially the radical brand of communism preached by 
Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot, today appears to be drawing its last breaths. 
These men may have subscribed to the maxim that one cannot make an 
omelet without breaking eggs, but as Richard Pipes has correctly pointed 
out, “apart from the fact that human beings are not eggs, the trouble is 
that no omelet has emerged from the slaughter”??* The communist states 
of the Soviet empire have crumbled. With few exceptions, the remaining 
communist regimes in other parts of the world are steadily leading their 
societies closer to free markets, agricultural de-collectivization, and pri- 
vate property. The principles of communism have been widely discred- 
ited in the eyes of the world, and it seems highly unlikely that new 
revolutionaries will emerge to fight for them.?%° The single most impor- 
tant cause of mass killing in the twentieth century appears to be fading 
into history. 

The strategic approach cannot help us foresee if or when similarly vi- 
olent ideologies might emerge again. The history of communism in the 
Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia is a powerful demonstration of the 
degree to which historical accidents, serendipity, and the power of indi- 
vidual personalities can determine the rise of extremely radical and vio- 
lent groups. The strategic approach, however, can help us recognize the 
general characteristics of ideologies, which, if deeply held by those with 
the power to act on them, may represent a significant danger of mass 
killing. As noted above, history’s most savage ideologies have been those 
that called for the extremely rapid and radical transformation of society. 
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Such transformations almost always have come at great cost in human 
life. 

It is impossible to rule out the advent of completely novel belief sys- 
tems, but few contemporary ideological contenders seem ready to rival 
the bloody utopias of radical communism in their desire to rebuild soci- 
ety from the ground up. Radical racist ideologies remain a danger, but, 
with the possible exception of anti-Semitism, these ideologies have 
tended to remain localized to certain regions of the world and have been 
targeted against geographically localized ethnic groups. One reason why 
radical communism became history’s most deadly ideology was its con- 
tention that it could, indeed that it must, be applied to every society on 
earth. No single racist ideology has attained the global appeal of com- 
munism, nor does any seem likely to do so. 

Radical Islamist ideologies have sought a similar degree of control over 
society, and Islamist regimes in Sudan, Iran, and Afghanistan under the 
Taliban indeed have proved exceptionally violent. Yet these ideologies 
seem likely to remain restricted to the Muslim world. Perhaps more im- 
portant, even the most radical Islamist regimes have not sought to com- 
pletely dispossess the most populous groups in their societies, as the 
communist regimes described in this chapter did. This suggests that the 
violence associated with the attempt to foster Islamist societies may be 
less pervasive, although certainly not without bloodshed altogether. It 
may still be premature to celebrate the “end of history,” but if no similarly 
radical ideas gain the widespread applicability and acceptance of com- 
munism, humanity may be able to look forward to considerably less mass 
killing in the coming century than it experienced in the last.?9° 
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5. ETHNIC MASS KILLINGS: 
TURKISH ARMENIA, 
NAZI GERMANY, 

AND RWANDA 


Ethnic, national, and religious groups have been frequent victims of mass 
killing in the twentieth century. I distinguish ethnic mass killings from 
other instances of mass killing not simply by the distinct ethnic affiliation 
of the victims, but by the explicitly racist or nationalist ideologies and 
goals of the perpetrators. This terminology distinguishes cases of ethnic 
mass killing from other episodes of mass killing that are directed against 
specific ethnic groups but are motivated primarily by military considera- 
tions — as in cases of counterguerrilla mass killings targeted against an 
ethnically based insurgency movement — or by the desire for territory, as 
in the genocide of indigenous people or genocides during wars of terri- 
torial annexation. ! 

In this chapter I examine the genocide of Armenians in Turkey in 1915, 
the Nazi genocide of Jews in Germany and German occupied territories 
during the Second World War, and the genocide of Tutsi in Rwanda in 
1994. These events represent three of this century’s most violent episodes 
of ethnic mass killing. Racist or nationalist motives also appear to have 
played a prominent role in a number of other major mass killings in the 
last one hundred years, including, but not limited to, mass killings dur- 
ing the Soviet deportation to Siberia of Chechens-Ingush, Crimean Tar- 
tars, and various other nationalities from 1937 to 1953; the expulsion of 
ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe in 1945—47; the partition of India 
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in 1947—48; the partition of East Pakistan/Bangladesh in 1971; and the 
civil war in Bosnia-Herzegovina between 1992 and 1995.7 

Despite the extraordinarily violent record of these states, most racist 
and nationalist societies have not experienced mass killing. As I showed 
in chapter 1, the history of the twentieth century is replete with examples 
of deeply divided societies that have persisted for long periods without 
mass killing, although seldom without any violence whatsoever. Any 
effort to understand why some racist or nationalist regimes have proved 
so violent, therefore, must also seek to identify the factors and conditions 
that help to explain why others have not engaged in mass killing. Thus, 
in addition to the genocidal regimes of Nazi Germany, Turkey, and 
Rwanda, we must also consider racist and nationalist regimes that have 
not engaged in mass killing despite the presence of severe discrimination 
and lower levels of conflict between ethnic groups. 

The remainder of this chapter is divided into five main sections. In the 
first section I describe the general strategic motivations for ethnic mass 
killing. In the second, third, and fourth sections I utilize this perspective 
to help explain the mass killings in Turkish Armenia, Nazi Germany, and 
Rwanda. In the fifth section I discuss the history of several “less violent” 
racist and nationalist regimes. 


A STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVE ON ETHNIC MAss KILLING 


Like the communist mass killings described in chapter 4, ethnic mass 
killings result from the effort to fundamentally reorganize society at the 
expense of certain groups. Both radical communist regimes and radical 
racist or nationalist regimes have been practitioners of social engineering 
on a monumental scale. Whereas the former have attempted to transform 
the economic and political organization of society, the latter have sought 
to transform its ethnic, national, or religious composition. From this per- 
spective, at least, the oft debated comparison between Stalin and Hitler 
is justified.? As Alan Bullock’s comparative study of the two leaders con- 
cludes, each man was committed to a “vision of a world which, however 
great the differences between them was equally inhuman.” 


Hitler saw himself as called on by Providence to rescue the German peo- 
ple from the humiliation of defeat and the decadence of Weimar; to re- 
store them to their rightful historic position as a master race, and to 
guarantee it for the future by creating a new Germanic empire in Eastern 
Europe. Stalin saw his mission as ending the centuries-old backwardness 
of Russia, turning a peasant society into a modern industrialized coun- 
try and at the same time creating the first socialist state in the world. Nei- 
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ther task could be carried out without countless material and human sac- 
rifices, but on the stage of world history on which they were actors the 
cost had never counted.* 


It might be argued that communist attempts at social engineering have 
represented a “creative” program, in the sense that they have sought to 
build new social structures, while racism and nationalism are purely de- 
structive, seeking to change society simply by marginalizing or subtract- 
ing some of its members. Although there is some truth to this view, in 
practice both communist and racist/nationalist ideologies have contained 
significant destructive as well as creative elements. Stalin, Mao, and Pol 
Pot each believed that certain social groups or classes had no part to play 
in the new society they were seeking to create, even if at times they were 
willing to consider the possibility that these enemies could be reformed 
rather than exterminated. Their ideology often seemed directed as much 
against these groups as it was toward the creation of anything else. Con- 
versely, each of the racist regimes studied in this chapter appears to have 
viewed its mission not simply as the elimination of hated ethnic minori- 
ties but as the creation of a new, more harmonious society in which con- 
flicts between groups would no longer occur and in which the dominant 
group and its unique culture would be able to flourish. 

The effort to eliminate supposedly alien ethnic or national elements, 
therefore, has often been combined with ambitious projects to further the 
cultural, material, and even biological prerogatives of favored groups.” 
Nowhere was this revolutionary form of racist social engineering more 
apparent than in Nazi racial and population policies. Hitler’s crusade to 
purge Germany of its Jews was only one part, albeit the centerpiece, of a 
much broader program designed to reorganize the demographic compo- 
sition of all of Europe.° Even the non-Jewish populations resident in vast 
swaths of Eastern Europe were to be relocated to make room for farms 
worked by ethnic Germans resettled from all over Europe. The foremost 
aim of this plan was to insulate Germany from the threat of starvation 
blockades like the one it had suffered under during the First World War, 
but it was also intended to bring Europe’s German minorities under the 
direct protection of the Reich and concentrate the Aryan gene pool in a 
single geographical area, thereby ensuring the biological purity and 
strength of future Germans generations. 

The Nazis’ eugenic master plan was also pursued through a wide range 
of fantastic schemes including the forced sterilization of “racially inferior” 
Germans, the abduction of “racially valuable” children from occupied na- 
tions, the official promotion of large families for German women, and 
even the creation of Aryan “stud farms” where supposedly racially supe- 
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rior men could pass along their genes to dozens of Aryan women.’ Racial 
considerations were introduced into nearly every aspect of German life. 
These and other Nazi policies have led some scholars to conclude that 
Hitler aimed for a “racial revolution” in German society no less profound 
than the communist revolution in Russia.® Indeed, Heinrich Himmler, 
the chief of the Nazi SS, referred to his racial program as the “socialism 
of good blood”? 

Although no other racist state has generated plans matching the scope 
and scale of Nazi social engineering, other regimes have attempted to 
achieve both creative and destructive goals through the process com- 
monly known as “ethnic cleansing.” Episodes of ethnic cleansing in the 
twentieth century have resulted from two primary motives. First, ethnic 
cleansing has been used in the effort to implement racist or nationalist 
ideologies calling for the ethnic, national, or religious purification of cer- 
tain territories. Second, campaigns of ethnic cleansing have been utilized 
as a radical means to resolve political or military conflicts between ethnic 
groups over the control of territory. Most incidents of ethnic cleansing 
seem to be driven by a combination of these motives, although the latter 
has probably been more prominent, especially in recent years. 

Ethnic mass killings, especially the Holocaust, have tended to be por- 
trayed as little more than killing for killing’s sake. From this point of view, 
the social transformation sought by racist or nationalist regimes 1s simply 
mass killing itself. The strategic approach, however, suggests that ethnic 
mass killing occurs when leaders come to believe that large-scale violence 
is the most practical way to accomplish a policy of ethnic cleansing. Al- 
though the terms “ethnic cleansing” and “mass killing” or “genocide” are 
often used interchangeably in popular discourse, I believe it is useful to 
maintain a clear distinction between them. Ethnic cleansing aims at 
forcibly removing large numbers of people from a given territory, a 
process that sometimes but not always involves mass killing.'° The line 
between ethnic cleansing and mass killing can be a fine one, but mass 
killing remains a means to an end, not an end in itself. 

Policies of large-scale, rapid ethnic cleansing have often gone hand in 
hand with mass killing because ethnic cleansing frequently results in the 
total material and political disenfranchisement of certain groups. Ethnic 
cleansing, like communist policies such as agricultural collectivization, is 
fundamentally a policy of social engineering. Like collectivization, it 
completely dispossesses vast numbers of people, forcing them to relin- 
quish their possessions, livelihoods, and homelands. Even if leaders 
might prefer to carry out ethnic cleansing in a humane, orderly fashion, 
it is seldom long before they recognize that forcing changes of such mag- 
nitude on large numbers of people in a very short period can be difficult 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


156 


FINAL SOLUTIONS 


or impossible without resorting to the most extreme levels of violence. 
Both ethnic and communist mass killings, therefore, can be considered 
variations of “dispossessive” mass killing. Although the dispossessive 
consequences of ethnic cleansing tend to be more complete and devas- 
tating than communist policies such as collectivization, communist poli- 
cies often have produced greater numbers of victims since they typically 
target the largest groups in their societies. Racist or nationalist policies, 
by contrast, usually are confined to minority groups. 

Ethnic cleansing can lead to mass killing for three primary reasons. 
First, massive violence is often required to coerce large numbers of peo- 
ple to abandon their homes, belongings, and ways of life for what at best 
is usually a meager existence in a distant land. As Robert Hayden ob- 
serves, “Physical slaughter enters the picture as an element of ethnic 
cleansing, since, after all, it usually takes a great deal of pressure to per- 
suade people to leave their homes for ‘homelands’ that they might, in fact, 
never have seen.”!! This is the pattern of violence that characterized the 
mass killings in the former Yugoslavia from 1990 to 1995 when Serbian 
nationalists sought to rid contested territories of Muslims and Croats. 
For many observers, the extreme violence and seemingly gratuitous bru- 
tality of the war was difficult to comprehend. As Mark Danner observes, 
however, Serbian “officers were making rational, systematic use of terror 
as a method of war. Rather than being a regrettable but unavoidable con- 
comitant of combat, rapes and mass executions and mutilations here 
served as an essential part of it. The Serbs fought not only to conquer ter- 
ritory but to ‘clear’ it of all traces of their Muslim or Croat enemies; or, 
as the notorious Serb phrase has it, to ‘ethnically cleanse’ what they be- 
lieved was ‘their’ land??? 

Second, rapidly relocating large numbers of people, some of whom 
may be sick, very old, or very young, can take a substantial toll in human 
life. The frequently inhospitable conditions prevailing in resettlement lo- 
cations may result in further mortality. Many regimes seeking to imple- 
ment ethnic cleansing simply lack the vast logistical resources necessary 
to carry out such transfers in a humane manner. Perhaps more impor- 
tantly, because the organizers of ethnic cleansing usually view their vic- 
tims as a substantial threat, they are rarely willing to devote scarce 
resources to ensuring their enemies’ well-being. Perpetrators of ethnic 
cleansing may not actively seek to exterminate their victims, but seldom 
are they prepared to make significant sacrifices for their victims’ welfare 
or survival. For example, tens of thousands of Jews died as a result of the 
harsh conditions imposed during deportation and ghettoization in the 
years between 1939 and 1941. Yet, as Christopher Browning has docu- 
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mented, during this period “ghettoization was not a conscious prepara- 
tory step . . . to facilitate mass murder nor did it have the ‘set task’ of dec- 
imating the Jewish population”! As I will describe below, the Nazi 
decision to physically annihilate the Jews does not appear to have been 
reached until sometime in the summer or fall of 1941. Rather, the deaths 
during deportation and ghettoization in this period resulted primarily 
from the extremely low priority that the ghettos received in the Nazi al- 
location of resources, especially food and medicine. 

Finally, the desire to implement ethnic cleansing may lead to mass 
killing when leaders conclude that the deportation and relocation of large 
numbers of people is impractical or impossible. This conclusion may be 
based on the belief that no territory is available to accept deported groups, 
that relocating vast numbers of people would be prohibitively costly or 
time consuming, or that refugees would continue to pose a cross-border 
threat even after their deportation. Under these circumstances, leaders are 
more likely to decide that straightforward mass killing of entire popula- 
tions is the only practical means to remove ethnic groups from specific 
territories. Alternatively, perpetrators may decide to accept the continued 
presence of victim groups in society and seek instead to deprive them of 
the ability to organize politically or militarily by killing and intimidating 
the victim groups’ elites, intellectuals, or men of military age on a mass 
scale. 


THE ARMENIAN GENOCIDE OF I915 


From 1915 to 1918, between 500,000 and 1,500,000 Armenians out of a 
total population of less than 2,000,000 living in Turkey died in the first 
ethnic mass killing of the twentieth century. Since the mid-sixteenth cen- 
tury, Armenian Christians had lived as one of many minorities in the 
Ottoman empire, most in the eastern regions of what is now modern 
Turkey. The Ottoman millet system granted the Armenians substantial 
autonomy in their internal and religious affairs, but they remained off- 
cially subordinate to Muslims and enjoyed fewer rights and privileges un- 
der Ottoman law.!* Despite this prejudicial relationship, Armenians and 
Turks managed to live in relative peace until the last decades of the nine- 
teenth century, when the Ottoman empire reached the verge of collapse. 
The Armenian genocide was the final move in a long series of responses 
by the Turks designed to halt the accelerating disintegration of their em- 
pire. When Turkish leaders became convinced that other solutions, some 
involving violence, others offering accommodation and compromise, 
had failed to counter what they perceived as a threat to the survival of 
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Turkey itself, ethnic cleansing and mass killing emerged as the preferred 
answers to the what the Turks referred to as the “Armenian question.” 


The “Armenian Question” and Early Attempts at Reform 

The Ottoman empire had been in a state of decline since the late seven- 
teenth century, losing important territories in Eastern Europe, Northern 
Africa, and the Balkans. In the nineteenth century the empire’s territorial 
losses were increasingly the result of nationalist movements discontent 
with life as second-class citizens under Ottoman rule. Although the em- 
pire often responded to these rebellions with repression, it also under- 
took reforms designed to increase equality among imperial subjects and 
thereby decrease the impetus for further secessionist movements. + These 
reforms culminated in 1876 with the adoption of a new constitution that 
instituted greater democracy and proclaimed equality for all Ottoman 
subjects, including Armenians. 

In practice, however, many of the new legal reforms remained unreal- 
ized. Moreover, by the late nineteenth century, many nationalist groups 
had decided that they had little interest in remaining part of the Ottoman 
empire under any conditions. These groups would be satisfied with noth- 
ing less than complete independence.!¢ 

The so-called Armenian question became a central issue in the collapse 
of the Ottoman empire during the Russo-Turkish War of 1877—78. Des- 
perate to hold on to what remained of the Ottoman empire in Europe, 
the Turks increasingly resorted to violence against civilians in an effort to 
crush the rapidly multiplying separatist movements there. War erupted 
when Russia intervened to protect Christian populations in the Ottoman 
empire from this violent persecution, particularly the Slavic peoples of 
Bulgaria and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Russia routed Turkey in the war, 
occupying large areas of the empire and advancing to the outskirts of 
Constantinople. In 1878, the Western powers intervened to negotiate the 
Treaty of Berlin. Russia agreed to withdraw its army from Turkey, and in 
return the Ottomans agreed to grant several Balkan provinces autonomy 
or independence. The treaty also included clauses that pledged the em- 
pire to protect the rights of Christian minorities, specifically naming the 
Armenians. 

Although the Turks resented the intervention by Western powers in 
their domestic affairs, the treaty provided no real means to enforce the 
protection of the Armenians or other minorities. Indeed, in the years af- 
ter the treaty was signed, Armenians continued to be subjected to dis- 
criminatory policies. They suffered periodic depredations by Kurdish 
gangs, which went unpunished by Turkish authorities. Most Armenians 
had remained loyal to the empire during the war with Russia, but some 
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of them began to organize politically and militarily.17 Some groups ap- 
pear to have wanted merely greater autonomy for Armenians within the 
empire, while others were clearly seeking independence. Some advocated 
reform through peaceful agitation, but others believed that violent means 
were necessary and justified.18 Many seem to have concluded from the 
Russo-Turkish War that further intervention by Russia or the Western 
powers was Armenia’s best hope for escaping Turkish domination. 


From Reform to Repression 

The Turkish regime under Sultan Abdul Hamid II saw Armenian politi- 
cal mobilization as a serious threat to the integrity of the Ottoman em- 
pire. Separatist movements in the Balkans had eroded the periphery of 
the empire, but the Armenian reform movement was perceived as a threat 
to the heart of Turkey itself: Furthermore, Muslims (primarily Turks and 
Kurds) actually outnumbered the Armenians in Anatolia, the region of 
Turkey that would have comprised the territory of a separate Armenian 
state. If the Armenians gained independence, these Muslims would have 
been forced to live under minority Christian rule. 

The sultan is reported to have claimed that he would rather be be- 
headed than permit the formation of an independent Armenia.!? He be- 
lieved that the reforms of the first half of the century had failed to provide 
a solution to minority problems in the empire. Instead, he reacted to Ar- 
menian political agitation with increasingly severe political repression 
and violence, particularly during the early 1890s. The Western powers 
threatened to intervene to enforce the Treaty of Berlin if the Armenian re- 
forms were not implemented. Finally, in response to an escalating num- 
ber of Armenian political demonstrations, uprisings, and some acts of 
terrorism, the regime launched a wave of massacres that continued from 
1894 to 1896 and that the sultan declared would deal with the Armenians 
“not by reform but by blood?”?° 

Tens of thousands of Armenians, possibly over one hundred thousand, 
were slaughtered. Thousands more fled the country. For all their savagery, 
however, the massacres do not appear to have been intended to extermi- 
nate the entire Armenian population or to force them out of the country. 
Rather, they seem to have been carried out primarily in the effort to stamp 
out the Armenian independence movement.?! As Vahakn Dadrian con- 
cludes: 


The resort to exterminatory massacres was viewed by the whole array of 
perpetrators as a problem-solving behavior. The Turko-Armenian con- 
flict required a solution to be devised by central authorities. Since that 
conflict basically revolved around a system of reforms which, to these au- 
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thorities . .. were anathema, and since the pressure of the [European] 
powers to adopt these reforms was becoming intense and portentous, the 
option for a radical solution was considered and decided upon... . By 
substantially decimating the Armenian population in the provinces, the 
issue of Armenian reforms would erode, and, by the same token, through 
such punishment and terror, the Armenians would be reduced to an im- 
poverished, cowed and even more submissive entity.?7 


For a time, the massacres and repression appeared to have been suc- 
cessful in “solving” the Armenian question. When the European powers 
failed to intervene to protect the Armenians as they had done for Chris- 
tian minorities in the Balkans, many Armenians lost hope. Most Arme- 
nian revolutionary groups disbanded, moved underground, or scaled back 
their protests. Officially sanctioned repression and attacks against Arme- 
nians continued, but at much lower levels than the violence of 1894—96. 


A Second Chance for Reform 


The Sultan’s violent solution, however, proved to be only temporary. The 
Armenian question resurfaced in Turkish politics in 1908 when a group 
of military officers representing the Committee of Union and Progress 
(Ittihad ve Terakki), also known as the “Young Turks” or Ittihadists, 
seized control of the government. The Young Turks came to power hop- 
ing to prevent the further decline of the empire by a return to the princi- 
ples of Ottomanism and the 1876 constitution— suspended since the 
Russo-Turkish war— which promised greater equality, autonomy, and 
representation for all Ottoman subjects, including Armenians. The 
Young Turks specifically rejected the “despotic” style of governance prac- 
ticed by the sultan. Indeed, many Armenians cheered the revolution in 
1908. Two of the largest Armenian political parties had actively supported 
the Young Turks against the sultan.?* The Young Turks provided arms to 
Armenian groups so that the Armenians could help in the fight against 
Islamic conservatives.?* Once in power, the Ittihadists enacted a number 
of concrete measures designed to redress Armenian grievances.?5 

Like the earlier Turkish attempts to stave off the collapse of the empire 
through liberalization, however, the Young Turks’ experiment with re- 
form proved a failure. Christian minorities became disillusioned when 
the regime proved unwilling or unable to protect them from local Mus- 
lim groups opposed to the reforms. Rather than appeasing secessionist 
impulses, the new freedoms encouraged some minority groups to agitate 
for even greater autonomy and led others to conclude that the time was 
ripe to push for independence.?° A series of disastrous defeats for the 
empire ensued. In 1908 Bulgaria proclaimed its independence, Austria 
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officially annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Albanian nationalists 
launched a major revolt against Ottoman rule. In 1911 the Italians occu- 
pied Libya. By the end of that year, the Young Turks had lost more than 
35 percent of the empire’s territory and 20 percent of its population.”” The 
final humiliation occurred in October 1912 when a coalition of Balkan 
states, supported by Russia, launched a major offensive that succeeded in 
expelling the Ottoman empire from virtually all its remaining territories 
in Europe. 

Nor did the Young Turks’ reforms succeed in solving the Armenian 
question within Turkey itself. Many Armenians soon became disillu- 
sioned with the slow pace of reforms.?® Locally organized attacks against 
Armenians continued. An especially brutal massacre occurred in the 
province of Adana in 1909. Although the regime sent army units to re- 
store order and even prosecuted several Turks for their role in the vio- 
lence, there were rumors that the military had participated in the 
massacres, prompting doubts about the government’s commitment to 
protect Armenians.?? The main Armenian parties remained opposed to 
secession until after the outbreak of the First World War, but in the in- 
tervening years some appear to have concluded that the chaos created by 
the Turkish defeats presented a political opportunity to increase their 
rights and autonomy within the empire.?° A radical minority also may 
have seen the developments in the Balkans as proof of what a determined 
independence movement could accomplish and hoped to emulate these 
achievements. 


From Integration and Reform to Ethnic Cleansing and Genocide 


In January 1913 a small faction of radical Turkish nationalist officers within 
the Ittihadist Party, distressed by the political and military disasters of the 
previous years, seized control of the regime in a coup d’état and estab- 
lished a military dictatorship. The leaders of this group, the triumvirate 
of Talat Pasha, Ahmed Djemal (Cemal) Pasha, and Enver Pasha, were 
convinced that earlier policies of Ottomanism and reform had failed to 
prevent the collapse of the empire or preserve the peace within Turkey. 
They were determined to prevent any further disintegration of what re- 
mained of the once great Ottoman empire. 

The leaders of the new regime were convinced that the empire’s pre- 
cipitous decline over the previous century had been the direct result of its 
multinational character. They believed they could save the Turkish home- 
land from a similar fate only by forging a homogenous Turkish national 
state. If separatist minorities had been the cause of the empire’s disinte- 
gration, they reasoned, they could halt further losses only by ridding the 
state of its minorities altogether. As Richard Hovannisian argues, “The 
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Young Turk leaders were drawn to the newly articulated ideology of 
Turkism, which was to supplant the principle of egalitarian Ottomanism 
and give justification to violent means for transforming a heterogeneous 
empire into a homogeneous state based on the concept of one nation, one 
people”31 

The leaders of the new regime believed that the Armenian minority 
represented the most critical threat to the creation of this new, more har- 
monious Turkish state. In 1913 Armenians were one of the largest re- 
maining non-Turkish groups within the empire. The integration of the 
Armenians into Turkish society was perceived to be particularly difficult 
because, unlike other non-Turkish minorities such as Kurds and Arabs, 
the Armenians were also non-Muslim.3? While the Young Turks believed 
that Muslim minorities could eventually be integrated into a Turkish 
state, they felt that Armenians would never make good Turkish citizens. 
As Bernard Lewis describes the mentality of the regime: “For the Turks, 
the Armenian movement was the deadliest of all threats. From the con- 
quered lands of the Serbs, Bulgars, Albanians and Greeks, they could, 
however reluctantly, withdraw. . . . But the Armenians . . . lay in the very 
heart of the Turkish homeland — and to renounce these lands would have 
meant not the truncation, but the dissolution of the Turkish state”33 The 
revelation in 1913 that members of an Armenian nationalist party had con- 
spired to assassinate Talat Pasha, the minister of the interior, along with 
other high-ranking Turkish officials was seen as further proof that the Ar- 
menians could never be trusted.34 

The new Turkish regime felt particularly threatened by the effort on 
the part of some Armenian groups to elicit support for their cause from 
foreign powers, especially Russia, Turkey’s principal adversary. In the 
years between 1912 and 1914, Russia, largely for its own strategic and do- 
mestic political reasons, exerted increasing pressure on the Turks to grant 
autonomy to the Armenians.*° Russia threatened to intervene militarily 
if the Turks refused to implement reforms or if they attempted to crack 
down on the growing Armenian unrest in eastern Turkey. In February 
1914, as a result of these efforts, Turkey was forced to accept European ad- 
ministration of Turkish Armenia. The Turks blocked complete autonomy 
or independence for the Armenians, but the ultra-nationalist leaders 
of the regime were humiliated by yet another foreign intervention in 
Turkey’s sovereign aftairs.2° Worse yet, the agreement seemed one step 
closer to Armenian secession, the outcome the Turks most desperately 
wanted to prevent. 

Scholars disagree as to whether most Armenians at this time in fact 
sought an independent state or simply wanted greater autonomy within 
Turkey.?” The leaders of the new regime, however, saw little difference 
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between the two objectives. As Dadrian notes, “For the Turks it was not 
easy to forget that the Balkan nationalities’ attainment of complete free- 
dom and independence was traceable to the rudimentary demands for re- 
form which eventually entailed some form of autonomy. . . . [A]ny kind 
of autonomy in any scheme of reforms for the Armenians was thus 
defined by the [Young Turk] leaders as a non plus ultra for Turkey.?38 
Events following the outbreak of the First World War appear to have 
provided the leaders of the Turkish regime with what they considered to 
be final proof that the Armenians constituted a mortal and immediate 
threat to the integrity of the Turkish homeland. After Turkey entered the 
war against Russia and the other Allied powers, many Armenians had re- 
mained loyal to the empire. Some even enlisted in the Ottoman army. 
Others, however, believed the outbreak of war was Armenia’s best op- 
portunity to gain independence.*? Thousands of Armenians crossed the 
border and joined the Russian army. Armenians living abroad offered to 
raise a force of twenty thousand men to fight the Turks. Many Turks failed 
to appreciate that these acts represented only a minority of Armenians and 
were quick to brand the entire Armenian population as traitors. 
Sporadic attacks on local Armenian populations began soon after 
Turkey entered the war, but it was not until the winter of 1914—15 that 
Turkish policy toward the Armenians seems to have escalated to one of 
systematic, genocidal deportation. This radicalization seems to have oc- 
curred in large part in response to the Turks’ rapidly deteriorating mili- 
tary situation. In January rors the Russian armies dealt the Turks a series 
of major defeats, turning back the Turkish invasion at Sarikamis and 
pushing into Anatolia, the center of the Armenian population. Armenian 
guerrilla units sabotaged the Ottoman army from the rear. Several Ar- 
menian villages rose in open revolt against the regime, some in support 
of the Russian advance and some in self-defense against Turkish and Kur- 
dish attacks. Again, it is difficult to determine how great a threat these 
Armenian actions actually posed to the Young Turk regime. The Armen- 
ian uprisings do appear to have contributed to the regime’s military set- 
backs, if only by drawing Turkish forces away from the front.*° Whatever 
the actual extent of the Armenian threat, however, there is little doubt 
that Turkish leaders perceived it to be substantial. Gwynne Dyer con- 
cludes that “there was a genuine, though mistaken, belief among the Ot- 
toman leaders in Istanbul that there was a deliberate and coordinated 
Armenian uprising in the East, with empire-wide ramifications? 41 
With the beginning of the allied naval assault on the Dardanelles in 
February 1915, the empire appeared on the verge of collapse. Fears of im- 
pending military defeat increased the sense of urgency for dealing with 
the Armenians. Indeed, the decision to deport the Armenians was made 
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shortly thereafter.*? As Talat, one of the principal architects of the geno- 
cide, explained the decision at an Ittihadist Party gathering: “It was 
deemed necessary, in order to avoid the possibility of our army being 
caught between two fires, to remove the Armenians [from] all scenes of 
the war and the neighborhood of the railways?43 Enver Pasha, the min- 
ister of war, told the American ambassador in 1915, “You must understand 
that we are now fighting for our lives . . . and that we are sacrificing thou- 
sands of men. While we are engaged in such a struggle as this, we cannot 
permit people in our own country to attack us in the back”44 “In time of 
war, Enver claimed, “we cannot investigate and negotiate. We must act 
promptly and with determination ?”45 

The Turks implemented their solution to the Armenian question 
swiftly and brutally. The decision was made to remove Armenians from 
the Turkish homeland immediately using whatever means necessary. Ar- 
menian soldiers had already been discharged from the Ottoman army fol- 
lowing the military defeats of the winter of 1914—15, with many being 
forced into labor battalions. Arms were also confiscated from the Ar- 
menian civilian population. Armenian political and community leaders 
were arrested. In April, the regime ordered the deportation of the entire 
Armenian population of eastern Turkey to camps in the Syrian Desert. By 
autumn, most of eastern Turkey had been cleansed of its Armenian pop- 
ulation. Eventually the deportations were expanded to include virtually 
all Armenians living in Turkey. The Turks made no effort to separate the 
small minority of Armenians who may have collaborated with the Rus- 
sians from the majority who remained loyal. As Talat explained, this 
method was “utterly impossible,’ since “those who were innocent today 
might be guilty tomorrow.” 46 

Turkish historians and even some Western scholars have suggested that 
the deportations were intended as a temporary military measure and that 
the massive death toll was the unintended result of famine, disease, or un- 
coordinated attacks by local Kurdish gangs.*” Turkish actions, and the 
testimony of contemporary observers, including some Turkish officials, 
however, strongly suggest that the Turks saw the deportations as a per- 
manent measure designed to solve the Armenian question once and for 
all. Indeed, many authors have concluded that the deportations were, in 
fact, intended to exterminate the Armenian population.*8 At a minimum, 
it appears that the Turks planned to expel the Armenians from the Turk- 
ish homeland and to reduce them to a state of permanent isolation and 
impotence. Able-bodied Armenian men were frequently shot immedi- 
ately rather than deported, probably out of fear that they might later form 
the basis for an organized resistance. Armenian political and cultural elites 
were murdered. Armenian refugees were slaughtered in large numbers 
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even after they had begun their forced march to the camps. The Turks 
made virtually no effort to provide supplies for the refugees either dur- 
ing their deportation or after they reached the camps.*? Vast numbers of 
Armenians continued to perish from starvation and disease until the end 
of the war. 

Documentary evidence of Turkish leaders’ decision making during this 
period is extremely limited, but it seems likely that the regime decided on 
mass killing in the conviction that other potential options for dealing 
with the Armenian question had already failed or would not provide a 
permanent solution to Turkey’s problems. Three considerations appear to 
have persuaded the Young Turks to conclude that ethnic cleansing was 
the most appropriate means to deal with the Armenian threat. 

First, as described above, the leaders of the faction that seized power 
in 1913 were convinced that the efforts of earlier regimes to address Ar- 
menian separatism through reform and liberalization had failed. Vice 
Marshal Joseph Pomiankowski, who had close contacts with the Itti- 
hadist regime through his position as the Austrian military plenipoten- 
tiary in Istanbul and military attaché at Ottoman General Headquarters 
during the war, noted in his memoirs that Turkish leaders believed that 
the collapse of the Ottoman empire had been due “to the overabundant 
humanity of the earlier Sultans who either ought to have had the con- 
quered people forcibly embrace Islam, or ought to have exterminated 
them.”>° Indeed, even in 1913, the new regime may have been leaning 
toward some form of ethnic cleansing as the ultimate solution to the Ar- 
menian question, only awaiting the opportunity to act. 

Second, although Turkish leaders may have considered another round 
of violent but non-genocidal repression, they knew that even the massive 
anti-Armenian massacres unleashed by Sultan Abdul Hamid in 1894-96 
had failed to produce a long-term solution to the Armenian question. As 
one influential member of the regime cautioned the Ittihadist Central 
Committee in 1915: 


If we remain satisfied with . . . local massacres . . . , if this purge is not 
general and final, it will inevitably lead to problems. Therefore it is ab- 
solutely necessary to eliminate the Armenian people in its entirety, so 
there is no further Armenian on this earth and the very concept of Ar- 
menia is extinguished. . . . Perhaps there are those among you who feel 
it is bestial to go so far. You may ask, for instance, what harm could chil- 
dren, the elderly or the sick do to us that we feel compelled to work for 
their elimination. Or you may feel that only those guilty should be pun- 
ished. . . . I beg you, gentlemen, don’t be weak. Control your feelings of 
pity. Otherwise these very feelings will bring about your own demise.5! 
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Finally, the last remaining alternative — expelling the Armenians from 
the empire—likely would have appeared highly problematic for the 
Turks. Enver does seem to have entertained the possibility of expelling 
the Armenians to Russia, but he soon rejected this option.5? One of the 
regime’s primary concerns, after all, had been Armenian collaboration 
with the Russian invaders. Indeed, after the collapse of the Russian army 
in Turkey in 1917—18, Turkish forces pushed into Russian Armenia and be- 
gan massacring Armenians who lived there along with the large number 
of Armenian refugees who had managed to escape across the border dur- 
ing the genocide.>? Turkey’s violent efforts to crush any possibility of an 
independent Armenia continued even after the First World War ended.54 
The surviving Armenian population was spared only by the intervention 
of the Red Army and the annexation of Armenia by the Soviet Union. 

Nor was it likely that any of Turkey’s Muslim neighbors would have 
been willing or able to accept over one million impoverished and dis- 
contented Christian refugees. Even if they had, the Turks might still have 
feared that the Armenians would simply regroup and attempt to return 
to reconquer their homeland. Since the Turks believed that the Armenian 
question had to be “solved” immediately if Turkey was to survive the war, 
the alternative of encouraging emigration to more distant states would 
surely have been deemed too time consuming. As one Turkish official de- 
clared: “There is no room for Armenians and Turks in our state, and it 
would be irresponsible and thoughtless for us if we didn’t take advantage 
of this opportunity to do away with [the Armenians] thoroughly?>> 

The inhospitable Syrian Desert appears to have been chosen as the final 
destination for the deportees at least in part because the Turks wanted to 
avoid leaving Armenian populations near strategically important railways 
and roads.56 This decision also had the effect of making the deportation 
more arduous, and ultimately more deadly, since it forced the refugees, 
including the old, young, and infirm, to travel long distances on foot 
through inhospitable terrain. Although it is possible that the Turks in- 
tended for some segment of the Armenian population to go on living in 
the desert indefinitely, the violent process of deportation and the harsh 
conditions awaiting the Armenians who survived the journey ensured 
that mass killing was the ultimate result. 


THE HOLOCAUST 


The Holocaust, which extinguished the lives of between five and six mil- 
lion Jewish men, women, and children, remains history’s most infamous 
and bloody episode of ethnic mass killing. In many ways the horrors of 
the Holocaust are impossible to comprehend. Yet, in at least one funda- 
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mental sense, the most significant cause of the genocide is relatively trans- 
parent. Simply put, Hitler and a small group of radical anti-Semitic elites 
came to believe that the Jews posed a mortal political and racial threat to 
the German nation. Drawing on a bizarre combination of anti-Semitic 
Jewish conspiracy theories and pseudoscientific eugenic ideas, these men 
eventually concluded that the only way to save Germany was to rid it once 
and for all of Jewish influence. It was this desire to bring about the ethnic 
cleansing of German society, and ultimately all of Europe, that led to the 
Holocaust. As in the Armenian genocide, Nazi leaders did not initially be- 
lieve that mass killing was the only way to accomplish their goals. Geno- 
cide emerged as the preferred response to the “Jewish question” only after 
the Nazis concluded that other means of expelling the Jews from Europe 
had proved insufficient to solve the problem as they defined it. 


The “Jewish Threat” 


Hitler and other radical anti-Semites believed the Jews posed two inter- 
related threats to Germany. The first threat was essentially political.57 
Hitler was convinced of the authenticity of the Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion, the anti-Semitic work of propaganda that claimed that the Jews 
were involved in a vast international conspiracy to destroy Germany and 
achieve world domination.>® Central to the political aspect of Hitler’s 
anti-Semitism was his belief that the Jews were responsible for the “stab 
in the back” that, he felt, had led to Germany’s defeat in World War I. 
Hitler believed that during the war the Jews had coordinated the inter- 
national coalition to isolate Germany and that they had fomented the col- 
lapse of the German war effort from within by seizing control of the 
economy and inciting Germans to revolution.®? After the war, he be- 
lieved, Jews continued to manipulate the governments of France, En- 
gland, and the United States from behind the scenes. 

Equally important to Hitler’s political anti-Semitism was his belief that 
an unholy alliance bound Judaism to international Marxism.©° Hitler was 
convinced that Marxism was the vehicle through which the Jews sought 
to dominate the world. He believed that the Jews had already engineered 
the Bolshevik revolution in Russia. Once in power, he claimed, the Jews 
had exterminated the Russian elite, whom Hitler believed were of Ger- 
man ancestry. He also noted, with some exaggeration, that the Bolshe- 
viks had “killed or starved about thirty million people with truly fanatical 
savagery, in part amid inhuman tortures.”°! Hitler feared that the Jewish- 
Bolshevik alliance was planning a similar fate for Germany. “A victory of 
Bolshevism over Germany,” he wrote, “would not lead to a [new] Ver- 
sailles treaty, but to the final destruction, even the extermination, of the 
German people? 62 
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In addition to the perceived political threat posed by the Jews, Hitler 
and other radical anti-Semites also believed that the Jews posed a bio- 
logical threat to the German people. According to Hitler, the Jews were 
not a religious group but a biologically distinct race. This idea was rooted 
in a particularly pernicious variation of the social-Darwinist ideology that 
pervaded European thinking since the late nineteenth century.©? In a per- 
verted analogy to Darwin’s theory of natural selection, proponents of this 
thesis argued that human beings belonged to unique races competing for 
survival. Racial purity was the most valuable asset in this struggle. In 
Hitler’s eyes, of course, the Jews occupied the lowest position in the hi- 
erarchy of human races. They were a parasitic race and carriers of con- 
genital diseases. Unable to win their own state or develop their own 
culture, the Jews lived off the labor and creativity of others, corrupting 
the purity and strength of other races through interbreeding. But the 
Jews, despite their supposed biological deficiencies, were not really a 
weak race in Hitler’s eyes. He acknowledged that they had demonstrated 
a powerful instinct for self-preservation.©* Through cunning and decep- 
tion they had achieved positions of power in many of the world’s great 
societies. If nothing was done to check Jewish influence, Hitler feared, 
the Aryan-German race would die out, the biological bases of its health 
and power corrupted from within. 

Hitler’s perception of the seriousness of the Jewish political-biological 
threat scarcely can be underestimated. In Mein Kampf he warned: “Tf, 
with the help of his Marxist creed, the Jew is victorious over the other 
peoples of the world, his crown will be the funeral wreath of humanity 
and this planet will, as it did thousands of years ago, move through the 
ether devoid of men?” 65 Nor, according to Hitler, was the Jewish menace 
a matter that could be left to future generations. He believed the Jews 
posed an immediate threat to German survival.°° 

Despite the fanaticism with which Hitler and other radical anti-Sem- 
ites believed in the Jewish threat to Germany, most did not immediately 
conclude that systematic mass killing was the best or only means to 
counter the Jews. Even Nazi anti-Semitism did not call for mass killing 
as an end in itself. Rather, the Nazis’ primary aim was to purge Germany, 
and eventually all German-occupied territories, of Jewish influence. As 
Yehuda Bauer concludes, “the decision to kill Jews was one logical out- 
come of Nazi ideology, but not the only one.”°” 

In contrast to the “intentionalist” interpretation of the Holocaust, 
which claims that the Nazis, or at least Hitler, had always intended to kill 
the Jews, the “strategic” interpretation offered here accords with those 
scholars who contend that the decision to exterminate the Jews was made 
only after the Nazis encountered a variety of practical problems in at- 
tempting to implement less bloody solutions.©® Although these measures 
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involved significant death, violence, and other inhumanities, they did not 
yet entail the systematic murder of every Jewish man, woman, and child. 


Segregation and Coerced Emigration 


Efforts to deal with the perceived threat posed by the Jews began almost 
immediately after the Nazis gained power in 1933. These efforts evolved 
through three different, albeit overlapping, phases before the Final Solu- 
tion was launched. The first phase involved a variety of measures designed 
to protect Germany politically and biologically from Jewish influence 
while the Jews remained in Germany. One after another, Jewish eco- 
nomic and political rights were abolished. Jews were excluded from ser- 
vice in the government, medicine, law, academia, and other influential 
vocations. They were segregated from Germans in public places. Inter- 
marriage between Jews and ethnic Germans was outlawed. 

It is doubtful, however, that Hitler and other high-ranking Nazi racial 
experts ever believed that the Jewish threat as they defined it could be ad- 
equately addressed as long as the Jews remained in Germany. These early 
anti-Semitic policies probably were always intended as temporary mea- 
sures or were designed to contribute to the second phase of Nazi anti- 
Jewish policy —the coerced emigration of Jews from Germany. Indeed, 
as early as 1934, a memorandum produced by the SS Security Service con- 
cluded: “the aim of Jewish policy must be the complete emigration of the 
Jews. . . . [T]he life opportunities of the Jews have to be restricted, not 
only in economic terms. To them Germany must become a country with- 
out a future, in which the old generation may die off with what still re- 
mains for it, but in which the young generation should find it impossible 
to live, so that the incentive to emigrate is constantly in force? $? 

Whatever the true goals of the Nazis’ early anti-Jewish measures were, 
by 1937 at the latest coerced emigration seems to have become the pre- 
ferred policy for dealing with the Jews. The Nazis imposed progressively 
harsher economic policies on the Jews, until it became nearly impossible 
for many to earn a living. Jewish citizenship was revoked. Organized at- 
tacks on Jewish individuals, businesses, and places of worship were sanc- 
tioned as part of the effort to force the Jews to emigrate.” The infamous 
Kristallnacht pogrom of November 1938 may have been conceived of, at 
least in part, for this purpose.7+ 

Simultaneously, the Nazis undertook numerous actions designed to 
increase opportunities for Jewish emigration. German bureaucrats ac- 
tively explored the possibility of cooperating with the British and Zion- 
ist organizations to create a Jewish state in Palestine.”* Negotiations with 
other nations to facilitate Jewish emigration also were conducted.” 

Emigration was delayed by the contradictory Nazi policy of confiscat- 
ing the property of Jewish emigrants and by the reluctance of other coun- 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


169 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


170 


FINAL SOLUTIONS 


tries to accept the subsequently impoverished Jews. Nevertheless, the 
regime’s emigration policies proved very effective. By 1939, roughly 72 
percent of Germany’s five hundred thousand Jews had fled the country. 
William Rubinstein suggests that had the process been allowed to con- 
tinue for a few more years, “it seems very likely that virtually every single 
Jew in the Nazi Reich would have emigrated to safety?’”4 


From Emigration to Deportation 


The invasion of Poland in September 1939 marked the beginning of the 
shift to the third phase of Nazi anti-Jewish policy. More than two million 
Jews lived in the German occupied areas of Poland. Since Hitler’s grand 
plans for the demographic reorganization of Europe called for repopu- 
lating much of Poland with ethnic Germans, these Jews and eventually 
millions of Poles as well would have to go.” The conquest of France and 
the Low Countries in 1940 increased to over 3.7 million the number of 
Jews under German control.”° Coerced emigration of the kind already 
under way in the Reich was clearly insufficient to deal with this vast pop- 
ulation. The emigration process was slow, and the experiences of the pre- 
vious years suggested that other countries would not be willing to accept 
such large numbers of refugees. By June 1940, Reinhard Heydrich, the 
head of the Reich Main Security Office, acknowledged that the “prob- 
lem” of so many Jews could “no longer be solved by emigration alone.””” 

The outbreak of the Second World War also infused a new sense of ur- 
gency into Nazi anti-Jewish planning. Hitler’s beliefs about the causes of 
the German defeat in the First World War led him to fear that Germany 
could not prevail in the new war as long as the Jewish influence was pres- 
ent in European society. “Before foreign enemies are conquered,” he had 
concluded in Mein Kampf, “the enemy within must be annihilated. . . . 
Once so much as the shadow of defeat grazes a people that is not free of 
internal enemies [1.e., the Jews], its force of resistance will break and the 
foe will be the final victor”78 

These new realities did not, however, immediately result in a decision 
to exterminate the Jews. Rather, they prompted more serious considera- 
tion of plans already being developed within the Nazi bureaucracy for the 
forced deportation of Jews to foreign territories.” This “territorial solu- 
tion” evolved rapidly from 1939 to 1941.8° Jews were to be concentrated 
in urban centers to facilitate their isolation, economic exploitation, and 
eventual deportation.®! Early plans called for sending the Jews to the 
Lublin region of Poland, at the easternmost extremity of the German em- 
pire. The Nazis scrapped the Lublin plan, however, after it was decided 
that the region was needed to settle ethnic Germans from elsewhere 
in Europe. In some areas, Jews were expelled directly into the Russian- 
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occupied zone of Poland.®? In March 1940, Hitler was reported to have 
stated that 


the Jewish question is really a space question which was difficult to solve 
. . . since he [Hitler] had no space at his disposal. Neither would the es- 
tablishment of a Jewish state around Lublin ever constitute a solution as 
even there the Jews lived too close together to be able to maintain a some- 
what satisfactory standard of living. . . . He, too, would welcome a pos- 
itive solution to the Jewish question . . . this, however, was not possible 
under present conditions when he had not even sufficient space for his 
own people.83 


Before long, Europe began to appear too small for the regime’s twin 
goals of attaining German Lebensraum and the creation of Jewish reser- 
vations. The Nazis began to consider deportation to more distant locales. 
Nazi bureaucrats developed fantastic plans to deport millions of Jews to 
Madagascar or to the wilds of Siberia. These plans were adopted as offi- 
cial policy at the highest levels. In May 194.0, Heinrich Himmler, the man 
most directly responsible for Nazi deportation policies, drafted a memo- 
randum stating that “I hope completely to erase the concept of the Jews 
through the possibility of a great emigration of all Jews to a colony in 
Africa or elsewhere. . . . [H]owever cruel and tragic . . . this method is 
still the mildest and best, if one rejects the Bolshevik method of physical 
extermination of people out of inner conviction as un-German and im- 
possible.”84+ Heydrich took up the same theme a few months later. Argu- 
ing that “biological extermination ... is undignified for the German 
people as a civilized nation,” he suggested that “after victory we will im- 
pose the condition on the enemy powers that the holds of their ships be 
used to transport the Jews along with their belongings to Madagascar or 
elsewhere?”85 

Tens of thousands of Jews died during deportation and upon arrival in 
the ghettos between 1939 and 1941. Many more surely would have per- 
ished if any of the plans for deportation had reached fruition. Nazi lead- 
ers made conflicting statements as to whether the deported Jews would 
be allowed to have their own state or whether they would remain quar- 
antined in a reservation system policed by Germany. Although these poli- 
cies were brutal and cruel, they did not seek the physical annihilation of 
the Jews. Indeed, while the Nazis were clearly willing to accept a signifi- 
cant amount of Jewish deaths during deportation and ghettoization and 
did little to ameliorate the harsh conditions, the possibility of using these 
“natural” processes to systematically exterminate the Jewish population 
was raised by some local authorities before 1941 and expressly rejected.8° 

While these deportation schemes may seem farfetched, the evidence 
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is overwhelming that they were taken seriously by Nazi officials, includ- 
ing Hitler.8” Significant human and material resources were devoted to 
these plans. Diplomatic efforts were launched to work out the details of 
the deportations with other countries.8& Documentation of numerous 
secret discussions, meetings, and memoranda confirm that these plans 
were not simply a cover for the Nazis’ ultimate genocidal aims, as some 
authors have suggested.8? As Michael Marrus concludes, “It seems en- 
tirely possible that Nazi decision makers seriously intended such schemes 
and were prepared to live with insufficiencies that have been subsequently 
identified. . . . [I]nternal evidence and the context of these plans suggest 


that they were genuine efforts to deal with a Nazi-defined ‘problem? 320 


From Deportation to Extermination 


Scholars have fiercely disputed the exact timing of the fateful shift from 
Nazi planning for the deportation of the Jews to the policy of outright 
extermination.” Apart from those who believe that Hitler had been wait- 
ing for the opportunity to kill the Jews from the moment he gained 
power, most historians agree that the decision was made somewhere be- 
tween the early spring and late autumn of 1941. Many scholars agree that 
this decision was based at least in part on the conclusion that the regime’s 
earlier deportation schemes had failed and that deportation was no longer 
a practical solution to the “Jewish question? 

It seems likely that several factors contributed to the perception that 
deportation was unworkable, although scholars differ as to which reasons 
were the most important in the minds of Nazi leaders. First, the Mada- 
gascar plan, the most seriously considered deportation scheme, had been 
predicated on the defeat of the British who controlled the sea-lanes be- 
tween Germany and Madagascar. The Nazis were also counting on the 
cooperation of the French, who still controlled the island, and other al- 
lied powers that were expected to provide the ships needed to transport 
millions of Jewish refugees over such long distances. Germany’s failure to 
triumph in the Battle of Britain undermined each of these assumptions, 
effectively ruling out the Madagascar plan by the early fall of 1940.92 

Second, Germany’s failure to knock Britain out of the war and Hitler’s 
decision to launch the invasion of the Soviet Union made the purging of 
the Jews seem even more urgent than it had in 1939. Germany now found 
itself engaged in a two-front war — a predicament that Hitler had wished 
to avoid, and which he blamed largely on Jewish influence in Britain and 
the United States. Hitler’s obsession with the danger of internal subver- 
sion and “fifth columnism” sponsored by Jews, and his fears of a repeat 
of 1918, meant that he could not delay action against the Jews. With the 
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Holocaust already under way in May 1942, he remarked: “Germans take 
part in subversive movements only when the Jews lure them into it. . . . 
Therefore one must liquidate the Jewish danger, cost what it takes? °? He 
also believed that the Jews were behind the fierce guerrilla resistance Ger- 
man forces were encountering on the eastern front.?* Hitler’s grand plans 
for creating Lebensraum through the relocation of the non-Jewish pop- 
ulations of Poland and other Eastern European countries could be post- 
poned or scaled back until the end of the war. Dealing with the Jews, on 
the other hand, was a prerequisite for victory. Until Jewish influence was 
eliminated from Europe, Hitler feared, Germany would face the constant 
threat of resistance abroad and subversion at home. 

Third, Nazi population experts estimated that the conquest of the So- 
viet Union and the rest of Europe would swell the total number of Jews 
in the German sphere of influence to over eleven million people.?> Offi- 
cials in charge of deportation were hard pressed to find a suitable area to 
receive so many refugees and to provide the necessities of life for them in 
the midst of war.?° The problem of providing food for this vast enemy 
population in a time of scarcity was a major concern for Nazi officials who 
were secking desperately to avoid the mass starvation in Germany that 
had contributed to defeat in the First World War.?” The Nazis, after all, 
by this time already had murdered tens of thousands of ethnic Germans 
suffering from mental or other chronic illnesses, the so-called “useless 
eaters” that Hitler feared would place an undue burden on Germany’s re- 
sources during the war. Plans to deport the Jews to the barren wastes of 
Siberia remained under consideration as late as September 1941, but it is 
possible that at some point before then, the Nazis had begun to view 
these plans as a method of bringing about the destruction of the Jews 
through “natural means.” 78 

Fourth, there are indications that Hitler worried that any plan for de- 
portation that left the Jews encamped in an embittered mass just across 
the of border of the Reich would not completely eliminate the Jewish 
threat to Germany — especially after the war had begun. Indeed, before 
the Nazis officially decided to close the last doors to all Jewish emigra- 
tion, they first banned the emigration of Jews of arms-bearing age, out of 
fear that they might become combatants against Germany.”? Declaring 
that “the Jews are everywhere the pipeline through which all enemy news 
rushes with the speed of the wind into all branches of the population? 
Hitler suggested that deporting Jews to occupied Poland was not 
enough. They must be moved “straight away further to the east??!0° The 
additional logistical problems introduced by the perceived need to evac- 
uate the Jews over such distances must have cast even further doubt on 
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the practicability of deportation under wartime conditions. In January 
1942, after the decision for genocide had already been made, Hitler ex- 
plained: “It is entirely natural that we should concern ourselves with the 
[ Jewish] question on the European level. It’s clearly not enough to expel 
them from Germany. We cannot allow them to retain bases of withdrawal 
at our doors?101 

Finally, if, as many historians have argued, the decision to systemati- 
cally exterminate the Jews was not reached until sometime after the late 
summer of 1941, the military setbacks suffered by the German army in 
Russia during that time simply may have foreclosed the option of depor- 
tation to Siberia for the immediate future. 1°? Although the German army 
did not suffer its first major defeats until December 1942, by late August 
the German offensive already was well behind schedule. Hitler seems to 
have concluded that the war could not be won until well into 1942 at the 
earliest. This was a very serious setback for Germany, since its military 
plans depended heavily on a quick victory.!° The military delays also 
meant that Nazi planners would be faced with the more demanding prob- 
lem of procuring food and shelter for large Jewish ghetto populations 
during the lean winter months.!°* As one SS officer had already sug- 
gested in a July 16, 1941, letter to Adolf Eichmann, “This winter there is 
a danger that not all of the Jews can be fed anymore. One should weigh 
earnestly if the most humane solution might not be to finish off those of 
the Jews who are not employable by some quick acting device. At any rate 
it would be more pleasant than to let them starve to death?”10° 

These considerations appear to have led Hitler and other Nazi leaders 
to conclude that the most “practical” remaining option for ridding Eu- 
rope of the Jews was systematic extermination. The precise contours of 
this policy, utilizing the combination of gas chambers and crematoria, 
probably did not crystallize until the late fall or winter of 1941. Once they 
did, Hitler’s conviction that the Jewish question must be resolved before 
the end of the war ensured that the extermination would proceed at a ter- 
rible pace. Approximately 3.8 million Jews were dead by the end of 
1942 — roughly two-thirds of all the Jews who perished in the Holo- 
caust. 10° 

From this perspective, it can be seen that the Final Solution was “final” 
both in the sense that it was seen as a permanent solution to the Nazis’ 
“Jewish question” and in the sense that it was the last in a series of Nazi 
efforts to deal with this question. As Yehuda Bauer argues, however, all 
these solutions “were based on the same principle . . . to ‘remove’ the 
Jews altogether. In prewar Germany, emigration suited the circumstances 
best, and when that was neither speedy enough or complete enough, 
expulsion — preferably to some ‘primitive’ place, uninhabited by true 
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Nordic Aryans, the Soviet Union or Madagascar — was the answer. When 
expulsion did not work, either, . . . the murder policy was decided on, 
quite logically on the basis of Nazi ideology. All these policies had the 
same aim: removal.”!07 

As noted above, proponents of the intentionalist school have rejected 
this interpretation, arguing that the Holocaust was the result of Hitler’s 
long-held plan to exterminate the Jews —a plan that he consistently pur- 
sued since as early as 1918. Hitler, they suggest, was merely awaiting the 
onset of war to provide the cover needed to carry it out. According to 
Lucy Dawidowicz, the annihilation of the Jews was “a central tenet in 
Hitler’s ideology from which he never deviated . . . awaiting only the po- 
litical opportunities for its implementation”!8 Intentionalist scholars 
invariably point to the numerous public and private statements by Hitler 
hinting at his desire for the destruction of the Jews. Most often cited is 
Hitler’s infamous speech before the Reichstag on January 30, 1939, in 
which he warned: “If international Jewry within Europe and abroad 
should succeed once more in plunging the peoples into a world war, then 
the consequence will not be the Bolshevization of the world and there- 
with a victory of Jewry, but on the contrary, the destruction of the Jew- 
ish race in Europe:?!0? 

Although this and other statements by Hitler might seem to be 
straightforward indications of his desire to murder the Jews, there are two 
reasons to question whether genocide was truly Hitler’s intent, or the in- 
tent of the Nazi regime, before 1941. First, many of Hitler’s statements 
regarding the Jews remain open to interpretation. Most of Hitler’s early 
remarks do not clearly call for systematic extermination. They call rather 
for the Jews to be “crushed” or to “disappear from Europe,’ for “the re- 
moval of the Jews altogether,” or for “a solution to the Jewish ques- 
tion.””!!° Some authors have speculated that Hitler issued these threats in 
an effort to intimidate Jews living abroad from using their supposed in- 
fluence over Western powers to spark a global war against Germany.!!! 
In light of Hitler’s later concerted efforts to keep the Holocaust a secret 
and his own refusal to speak of it openly, even within his inner circle, it 
seems unlikely that he would have declared his intentions so clearly even 
if he had been plotting genocide from an early date. 

Moreover, in addition to the violent threats cited by intentionalist 
scholars, Hitler also made numerous statements in both public and pri- 
vate settings explicitly calling for Jewish emigration, resettlement, or de- 
portation. As late as May 1940, Hitler wrote in the margin of a secret 
memorandum on Jewish deportation that Himmler’s assertion that the 
“physical destruction of a people [was] un-German and impossible” was 
“very correct.”!! Even in his January 30, 1939, Reichstag speech, Hitler 
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railed against France, Britain, and the United States for failing to accept 
more Jewish immigrants. “We will banish this people,” he declared. “I be- 
lieve the earlier this [Jewish] problem is resolved, the better. . . . There is 
more than enough room for settlement on this earth”)! 

Second, focusing on Hitler’s often ambiguous and conflicting anti- 
Jewish threats neglects copious evidence regarding Nazi policies and ac- 
tions that is simply incompatible with the intentionalists’ assertion that a 
plan to systematically murder the Jews existed prior to 1941. There are no 
documents pointing to systematic planning for mass murder of Jews dur- 
ing this period. On the contrary, as described above, there is substantial 
evidence that high-ranking Nazis, including Hitler himself, fully ap- 
proved of plans for coerced emigration and deportation. If Hitler had al- 
ways intended to kill the Jews, why did he allow so many to flee to the 
safety of countries such as the United States, where he could never reach 
them? 114 Nor does the intentionalist assertion that Hitler was waiting for 
the onset of war to provide cover to launch a long-premeditated geno- 
cide withstand scrutiny. Rather, as Christopher Browning argues, 


If Hitler was merely awaiting the outbreak of conflict to pursue his “war 
against the Jews,” why were the millions of Polish Jews in his hands since 
1939 granted a thirty-month “stay of execution”? . . . If Hitler could kill 
at least seventy thousand Germans through the euthanasia program be- 
tween 1939 and 1941, why was it not “opportune” to murder several hun- 
dred thousand German Jews who constituted an “internal menace” in 
wartime? It certainly would have occasioned far less opposition than eu- 
thanasia. Why was this period not used to make preparations and plans 
for mass extermination, avoiding the clumsy improvisations of 1941? In 
short, the practice of Nazi Jewish policy until 1941 does not support the 
thesis of a long-held, fixed intention to murder the European Jews.115 


A Note on the Uniqueness of the Holocaust 

Much has been written about the uniqueness of the Holocaust and its in- 
comparability to other incidents of mass killing.11° Although compar- 
isons to the Holocaust (and Hitler) have frequently been abused for 
political purposes, I believe that at least some aspects of the Holocaust 
can be compared to other examples of genocide and mass killing and that 
such a comparison can produce meaningful insights into the more gen- 
eral causes of this kind of violence and into the Holocaust itself. 

On the other hand, it cannot be denied that every historical event is 
unique in countless ways. History does not repeat itself, at least not ex- 
actly. Although proponents of the uniqueness of the Holocaust usually 
suggest a more comprehensive kind of incomparability, the Holocaust 
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was clearly unique in any number of historical particulars, for example, 
in the Nazis’ use of gas chambers to carry out much of the killing. At the 
most fundamental level, the Holocaust was unique because each of the 
millions of lives it extinguished was unique, never to lived again. 

From the theoretical perspective described in this chapter, however, 
perhaps the most interesting singular attribute of the Holocaust is the pe- 
culiar pseudoscientific, eugenic concepts that informed the Nazi under- 
standing of the Jewish threat. I know of no other example of mass killing 
driven so powerfully by the desire to eliminate a supposedly dangerous 
gene pool from society. The perverted logic of these ideas did not lead di- 
rectly or inexorably to mass killing, but, as described above, it did rule 
out any possibility for the accommodation of Jews within Germany or 
German-occupied Europe. Because of the presumed biological nature of 
the Jewish threat, the Nazis could not tolerate nonpracticing or converted 
Jews, or even individuals with only one Jewish parent. When Nazi lead- 
ers concluded that less violent solutions for removing the Jews had 
proved unworkable, this ideology combined with the brutal efficiency of 
the Nazi state to produce a genocidal program that spared no Jewish man, 
woman, or child within its reach. 

While the use of language by killers describing their victims as inferior, 
disease ridden, or subhuman is commonplace in the history of mass 
killing, these epithets almost always are secondary to deeper political and 
military conflicts. Most perpetrators of mass killing target entire ethnic 
groups for cleansing or extermination not because they believe that all 
members of these groups share the same tainted biology, but because 
perpetrators embrace the more traditional racist notion that all members 
of the victim group subscribe to the same political views or support the 
same military cause. When women and children have been targeted, it has 
not been because perpetrators consider them carriers of dangerous genes, 
but because the women are believed to be feeding the men and because 
it is feared that the children will grow up to avenge their fathers. 

The ideological motivation for the Holocaust may have been unique, 
but its genocidal consequences were not. Contrary to popular belief, the 
Holocaust was not unique in the massive number of innocent lives it 
took, nor in the high percentage of the victim population it left dead. Be- 
tween five and six million Jews perished in the Holocaust, a death toll rep- 
resenting between 57 and 67 percent of Jews in occupied Europe and 
between 30 and 36 percent of the world’s Jewish population.1!” Other 
episodes of mass killing have surpassed this staggering toll in both ab- 
solute and proportional terms. If even a fraction of those who perished 
in the massive famines under Stalin and Mao are included, each of these 
tyrants is responsible for a greater absolute toll than Hitler, perhaps sev- 
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eral times higher. In proportional terms, the Holocaust was surpassed by 
Rwanda’s 1994 genocide, in which at least 75 percent of the Rwandan 
Tutsi population was murdered.11® Likewise, if the higher estimates of 
the dead in the Armenian genocide are accepted, roughly three-quarters 
of the Turkish Armenian population perished in the genocide of 1915— 
18,119 

Only by comparing the Holocaust to other episodes of genocide and 
mass killing can we assess its significance. Only by understanding its sim- 
ilarities and differences can we draw lessons from the Holocaust that 
might help us prevent or limit this kind of violence in the future. Indeed, 
the contribution that studying the Holocaust can make to the under- 
standing of genocide and mass killing in general is one of the most im- 
portant reasons why we must honor our obligation never to forget it. 


RWANDA 


The roots of the 1994 genocide in Rwanda can be traced to the political 
struggles between Hutu and Tutsi that emerged at the end of the Belgian 
colonial period in the 19s50s.1?° Prior to European colonization, Hutu 
and Tutsi seem to have considered themselves more akin to castes or 
classes than to ethnic groups. Both groups spoke the same language and 
adhered to the same religion. Individuals occasionally moved between 
Hutu and Tutsi groups through intermarriage, clientage, or through the 
acquisition of wealth. In some regions of Rwanda the terms “Hutu” and 
“Tutsi” held little or no significance. Systematic violence between Hutu 
and Tutsi as such was unknown. 121 

The Belgian colonial administration of Rwanda, however, tended to 
racialize Hutu and Tutsi identities, rendering them exclusive and im- 
mutable. The Belgian administration heavily favored the Tutsi, who com- 
prised less than 15 percent of the population, for positions of authority in 
the government. Eventually, European conceptions of Hutu and Tutsi 
groups seem to have been adopted by the Rwandans themselves, al- 
though many Rwandans appear to have defined the groups in relation to 
power and privilege rather than race. 

Decolonization sparked the first violent conflict between Hutu and 
Tutsi in Rwanda in 1959. As independence approached, the Belgians be- 
gan to promote democratization and an end to ethnic favoritism in 
Rwanda. Hutu leaders seized this opportunity to push for greater power, 
privileges, and representation. A struggle between Hutu and Tutsi for po- 
litical control ensued that escalated to a series of violent attacks against 
the Tutsi. Hutu political leaders gained control of the government. The 
violence during this period forced thousands of Tutsi to flee the country, 
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most seeking refuge in Burundi, Tanzania, and Uganda. The refugees 
made several efforts to fight their way back into Rwanda between 1961 
and 1963, but each time they were repelled. In the winter of 1963-64, 
following the most serious refugee incursion, the Hutu government ini- 
tiated a new wave of anti-Tutsi violence, resulting in the deaths of ap- 
proximately ten thousand Tutsi. Another two hundred thousand, roughly 
half of the Tutsi population in Rwanda at that time, fled or were driven 
out of the country.!? Tutsi incursions into Rwanda ended in 1967 (along 
with most anti-Tutsi violence inside Rwanda), but some refugees, espe- 
cially those in Uganda, never gave up hope that they would eventually re- 
turn. They spent much of the next thirty years organizing, training, and 
waiting for the moment to act. 123 

That moment came in October 1990, when the Rwandan Patriotic 
Front (RPF), the main Tutsi political organization in Uganda, decided to 
launch an invasion across the border into Rwanda.!2+ The RPE made it 
clear that its goal was not simply the repatriation of Tutsi refugees but also 
the overthrow of the Rwandan Hutu regime led by President Juvenal 
Habyarimana.!?5 The RPF invasion occurred at the same time that 
domestic and international forces were pressuring Habyarimana to de- 
mocratize the Rwandan single-party political system. Both Tutsi and 
moderate Hutu within Rwanda had begun putting pressure on Habyari- 
mana to dismantle the single-party state and allow the formation of new 
political parties. The concurrent RPF invasion and domestic upheaval 
sparked a political and military crisis in Rwanda that ultimately led to the 
genocide of 1994. 


Confrontation and Repression 


Habyarimana responded to this crisis with a variety of confrontational 
military and political measures. He refused high-level diplomatic contacts 
with the RPF. The Rwandan army, with the assistance of foreign troops, 
managed to turn back the RPF invasion. A wave of arrests targeted all po- 
tential sources of domestic opposition, both Tutsi and Hutu. Approxi- 
mately thirteen thousand people were arrested.1?° Small-scale violent 
attacks on Tutsi civilians were carried out, especially in areas where the 
RPE had been active. 

Neither Habyarimana’s military strategies nor political maneuverings, 
however, proved effective for very long. The RPF invasion was repulsed 
but not defeated. Instead, it shifted to low-level guerrilla operations and 
repeated cross-border raids from Uganda into Rwanda.!?7 Large num- 
bers of Hutu civilians fled the northern areas of the country, where most 
of the fighting was taking place. The growing pool of internal refugees 
generated serious strains on Rwanda’s economy. By early 1992, it was be- 
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coming evident that the Rwandan army lacked the capability to defeat the 
RPE 128 

Habyarimana’s domestic political crackdown also backfired. His ruth- 
less methods actually increased internal opposition to the single-party 
system.!?? A number of political organizations were established to pro- 
test the policies of the regime and demand democratization. Pressures 
from Rwanda’s foreign aid benefactors were also brought to bear on 
Habyarimana.!?° The French, who had contributed troops to repel the 
Tutsi invasion, made it clear to Habyarimana that their military assistance 
could not continue indefinitely and that a democratic political solution 
would ultimately be necessary. 131 


From Confrontation to Compromise 

Having failed at political and military confrontation, Habyarimana re- 
luctantly decided to try his hand at compromise. According to Joan Kak- 
wenzire and Dixon Kamukama, by early 1991 Habyarimana seemed to 
have “realized the futility of using force in sorting out the political mess 
in the country? ”132 In June r991 he accepted a constitutional amendment 
allowing the formation of multiple political parties. In March 1992 he 
agreed to form a coalition government with the newly formed parties. 
Eleven out of twenty cabinet seats, including the post of prime minister, 
were awarded to opposition party representatives. The new government 
enacted policies designed to open the political process, fight corruption, 
ensure stronger civilian control over the military, and redress institutional 
discrimination against the Tutsi. Perhaps most importantly, the coalition 
government forced Habyarimana to agree to peace talks with the RPF. 
The agenda of the talks was to include not simply a negotiation of a cease- 
fire or the repatriation of Tutsi refugees, but also a comprehensive polit- 
ical agreement for power sharing with the RPF in Rwanda. 

The formal peace talks began in July 1992 in Arusha, Tanzania. The two 
sides quickly agreed to a cease-fire and the broad outlines of a power-shar- 
ing agreement were in place by December. In early February 1993, how- 
ever, the talks were derailed by a wave of local anti-Tutsi violence in 
Rwanda, which in turn prompted a new RPF military offensive. Al- 
though the offensive was partly a response to the anti-Tutsi violence, 
many observers believe that it was also part of an effort by the RPF to 
gain leverage in the final phases of the Arusha talks that were to address 
the crucial issue of the integration of RPF forces into Rwanda’s national 
army. 133 

The offensive was remarkably successful. In less than two weeks, RPF 
forces advanced to within thirty kilometers of the capital city of Kigali. 
Hundreds of thousands of Hutu fled the fighting. Only the intervention 
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of French troops prompted the RPF to halt its offensive and declare a uni- 
lateral cease-fire on February 20, 1993. Tanzanian and French intelligence 
services estimated that without continued French military support the 
RPF would defeat the Rwandan army.1°4 France had already signaled 
that its troops would not stay in Rwanda forever. Perhaps realizing this, 
Habyarimana personally called for a resumption of the talks. The final ac- 
cords were signed on August 4, 1993, and the United Nations agreed to 
oversee their implementation. 

By nearly all accounts, the Arusha Accords were a triumph for the RPF. 
They granted the RPF a prominent role in both Rwanda’s governmental 
institutions and its military organizations. The RPF received five cabinet 
seats in the transitional government, as many as Habyarimana’s own 
party. Fifty percent of the command positions in the integrated army were 
to be filled by members of the RPF. The new political system substantially 
reduced the authority of Rwanda’s president, emphasizing parliamentary 
politics and thereby increasing the RPF’s power as a major opposition 
party. Bruce Jones suggests that the accords were made possible primar- 
ily by the RPF’s military superiority and represented a “victor’s deal which 
reflected RPF views much more than it did a true compromise? 135 


The “Tutsi Threat” and the Rise of Extremists 


Scholars continue to disagree over how committed to the Arusha Accords 
Habyarimana actually was. At best, he was a reluctant partner. Through- 
out the talks, he publicly expressed reservations about many of the terms 
of the accords. It is possible that he never intended to implement the 
agreements in good faith. What is abundantly clear, however, is that a rel- 
atively small group of radical Hutu, both outside and within the Rwan- 
dan government and military, were convinced that the accords would 
have catastrophic results both for themselves and for the Rwandan Hutu 
population in general. Indeed, these extremists had been warning of the 
gravity of the Tutsi threat since the initial RPF invasion in 1990. As early 
as 1991, they had begun to organize Hutu militia groups, including the 
notorious Interahamwe (“those who stand or fight together”) and Im- 
puzamugambi (“those with a single purpose”). The militias terrorized the 
extremists domestic political opponents and attacked RPF guerrillas and 
the Tutsi civilian “accomplices” believed to be providing the guerrillas 
with sanctuary, supplies, and information. 136 The extremists had also be- 
gun to coordinate radio and print media to use as outlets for their mes- 
sage. Many of these radical Hutu leaders were allied to the Coalition for 
the Defense of the Republic (CDR), an explicitly racist political party 
founded in early 1992 whose stated mission was to “defend the interests 
of the majority [i.e., the Hutu] publicly and consistently? 137 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


181 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


182 


FINAL SOLUTIONS 


Although extremist Hutu groups such as the CDR often collaborated 
with Habyarimana against the moderate Hutu opposition, they harshly 
criticized him for failing to take more forceful measures against the “Tutsi 
threat.” Indeed, when Habyarimana agreed to resume negotiations after 
the RPF’s February 1993 offensive, the CDR issued a statement arguing 
that the agreement “shows clearly that Mr. Habyarimana . . . does not 
care any more about the interests of the nation and is now defending 
other interests. . . . [Habyarimana’s agreement to return to negotiations] 
constitutes an act of high treason.””!38 Colonel Theoneste Bagosora, an 
extremist officer who would later emerge as one of the chief organizers 
of the genocide, took the floor at Arusha and warned that “if this system 
is implemented, there will be an apocalypse in Rwanda?”!9? 

The effort to understand precisely how Hutu leaders conceived of the 
Tutsi threat and why they believed it was so perilous in the context of 
post-1990 events must remain speculative. Relatively few internal docu- 
ments or private statements from radical Hutu groups have become avail- 
able, and many public remarks are clearly propaganda designed to incite 
Hutu to join the extremists or engage in violence. Nevertheless, scholars 
have pointed to at least three primary fears that seem to have contributed 
to Hutu perceptions of the Tutsi threat. 

First, extremist Hutu leaders saw the Tutsi invasion, the rise of mod- 
erate Hutu political parties, and the subsequent power-sharing agree- 
ments as threats to their personal hold on power. The transitional 
government created by the Arusha Accords completely excluded the 
CDR. Many extremist Hutu politicians within Habyarimana’s party 
would also have lost their positions and associated privileges under the 
accords. Hutu military officers perceived the accords to be particularly 
threatening since, as noted above, the agreement left half of the army’s 
command positions in the hands of the RPF.1#° As a study conducted by 
the human rights group African Rights concluded, the Arusha Accords 
“introduced what the extremists dreaded: power-sharing, an end to priv- 
ileges and the principle of accountability? 141 

Second, radical Hutu leaders saw the events of the early 1990s as a 
threat to the preservation of Hutu political and economic predominance 
more generally. They appear to have feared not only the loss of their per- 
sonal privileges but a return to the system of Tutsi domination that had 
prevailed before 1959.14? An internal Rwandan army memorandum is- 
sued in September 1992, for example, asserted that the regime was facing 
a severe threat from “Tutsi inside or outside the country, extremist and 
nostalgic for power, who have NEVER recognized and will NEVER rec- 
ognize the realities of the 1959 social revolution and who wish to recon- 
quer power by all means necessary including arms.” The authors of the 
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memorandum claimed that the Tutsi were motivated by “a single politi- 
cal will and a single political ideology, which is Tutsi hegemony” 143 

Although the RPF officially espoused a philosophy of ethnic unity, the 
conduct of their military campaign and their intransigence at the Arusha 
talks led many Hutu leaders to fear that the RPF never planned to share 
power. These fears were certainly exaggerated in Hutu propaganda, but 
they were not altogether fantastic. Anyone who doubted the potential for 
Tutsi domination needed only to look across the border to Burundi, 
where the Tutsi minority continued to repress the Hutu majority. Begin- 
ning in the late 1980s Burundi had attempted to democratize, but this ex- 
periment was brought to an abrupt halt in October 1993 when the newly 
elected Hutu president, Melchior Ndadaye, was assassinated by extrem- 
ist Tutsi army officers. The assassination set off a massive wave of ethnic 
violence and a return to Tutsi domination. Eventually, these events led 
even some members of moderate Hutu political parties to share the ex- 
tremists’ fears of Tutsi domination.!44 

Finally, extremist Hutu leaders believed that the Tutsi posed a threat to 
the physical safety of Hutu in Rwanda. RPF forces had engaged in mas- 
sacres of Hutu civilians on several occasions since the 1990 invasion.!4° 
Extremist Hutu politicians and ideologues continually warned that the 
RPF and their Tutsi “accomplices” within Rwanda would go on killing 
Hutu if nothing were done to stop them. Ndadaye’s assassination and the 
subsequent violence in Burundi only intensified these fears. Hutu ex- 
tremists began warning of Tutsi-RPF plans to systematically exterminate 
Rwandan Hutu, sometimes comparing the RPF to the Nazis or the Khmer 
Rouge.1*° It is difficult to determine the degree to which these fears were 
genuinely felt, or how much they were exaggerated in an effort to frighten 
ordinary Hutu civilians into supporting the extremists’ agenda. Refer- 
ences to the 1972 genocide in Burundi, which killed between 100,000 and 
200,000 Hutu, however, were a constant theme in Rwandan Hutu polit- 
ical discourse. It seems plausible that at least some radical Hutu leaders 
truly feared a repeat of this kind of violence in Rwanda. 147 


From Compromise to Genocide 


This understanding of the Hutu extremists’ perception of the magnitude 
of the “Tutsi threat” may explain why the extremists felt they had to do 
something to protect themselves and their prerogatives from the Tutsi. 
As Gérard Prunier concludes, “When the political situation looked as if 
[the] Tutsi were going to come back to positions of power . . . sucha des- 
perate threat called for desperate remedies:”!48 The perception of even the 
most desperate threat, however, cannot explain why genocide emerged 
as the extremists’ preferred response. The scarcity of internal documents 
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from the extremist groups that organized the genocide means that there 
can be no definitive answer to why the extremists settled on this bloody 
solution. In spite of these limitations, however, a largely deductive yet 
compelling explanation can be constructed that is consistent with what is 
known about the progression of events from 1990 to 1994. and with the 
limited evidence available from the extremists themselves. This explana- 
tion suggests that Hutu extremists arrived at the decision to launch a sys- 
tematic genocide only after they had concluded that less violent options 
for dealing with the Tutsi threat had failed and that other potential solu- 
tions would be impractical or insufficient. Four factors may have con- 
tributed to this perception among the extremist groups. 

First, as noted above, Habyarimana’s confrontational strategy for deal- 
ing with the RPF invasion and domestic political opposition had failed 
by late 1991, or early 1992 at the latest. Sharing power with the RPF and 
domestic opposition may have been an acceptable if highly distasteful 
compromise for Habyarimana. Such a compromise, however, was pre- 
cisely the outcome the extremists wished to avoid, since they feared it 
would simply result in the dreaded consequences described above. The 
RPF offensive of February 1993 and the assassination of Ndadaye in Oc- 
tober of that year confirmed the extremists’ conviction that power shar- 
ing with the Tutsi was impossible. 

Indeed, many observers have speculated that Hutu extremists were re- 
sponsible for shooting down the airplane carrying President Habyari- 
mana immediately before the genocide began. 14° According to Francois 
Xavier Nsanzuwera, the former attorney general of Rwanda: 


They killed the President to be able to kill everybody else. My sense is 
that President Habyarimana was in favor of killing his political oppo- 
nents but not the general public, that is women and children. . . . But this 
was the objective of the fanatics of the CDR whose language was to “clear 
the country of the internal accomplices of the RPF” after which they 
planned to engage the RPF in a fight to the death. Therefore they had to 
kill the President in order to kill everyone else who they considered an 


obstacle. 15° 


Second, the extremists’ own efforts to deal with the Tutsi threat had 
also failed. These efforts included significant violence but were not yet 
part of a systematic plan to exterminate the Tutsi. Since 1991, extremist 
militia groups had been conducting small-scale massacres of Tutsi civil- 
ians in Rwanda. Following the RPF offensive of 1993, the militias were 
expanded and massacres became more frequent. The massacres appear to 
have been intended to eliminate or intimidate the Tutsi civilian accom- 
plices that the extremists believed were supporting the RPF invasion. 
They may also have been calculated to send a deterrent message to the 
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RPF itself. As one extremist politician announced on Rwandan radio, he 
had “a message for the RPF: Stop fighting this war if you do not want 
your supporters living inside Rwanda to be exterminated”!5! Extremist 
death squads also assassinated Tutsi elites and leaders of moderate Hutu 
political parties in the effort to crush domestic opposition and derail the 
Arusha talks. Despite these brutal methods, however, power-sharing ne- 
gotiations continued and the RPF’s military power continued to multi- 
ply. As Rwanda’s minister of finance described the extremists’ decision to 
launch the genocide: “They have resorted to massacres because they knew 
they could not win the war?!5? 

Third, Hutu extremist groups tended to view the Hutu-Tutsi political 
and military conflict in quasi-racial terms, assuming that all Tutsi were en- 
emies and that cooperation with them was impossible. 15% This view en- 
couraged the conclusion that any effective response to the Tutsi threat 
must address all Tutsi living in Rwanda, not simply those who could be 
directly linked to the RPF or opposition activity. As a March 1993 article 
in an extremist newspaper explained: “A cockroach [a pejorative term for 
Tutsi] cannot give birth to a butterfly. It is true. A cockroach gives birth 
to another cockroach. . . . The history of Rwanda shows us clearly that a 
Tutsi stays always exactly the same, that he has never changed. . . . Who 
could tell the difference between the [Tutsi] who attacked in October 
1990 and those of the 1960s. They are all linked . . . their evilness is the 
same?154 

Unlike the Nazis’ conception of the Jews, Hutu extremists do not ap- 
pear to have felt that the Tutsi posed a biological threat to the Hutu. 
Rather, they simply argued that virtually all Tutsi were supporters of the 
RPF. As one suspected Hutu organizer of the mass killings in Rwanda 
remarked, “The Tutsis were not killed as Tutsis, only as sympathizers of 
the RPF . . . ninety-nine per-cent of Tutsis were pro-RPF. There was no 
difference between the ethnic and the political”!5> A former member of 
the Interahamwe explained that “we did not have a role of exterminating 
all Tutsi, but it was said that every Tutsi cooperates with the [RPF]?15° 

These perceptions were encouraged after the RPF began recruiting 
heavily from the Tutsi civilian population in Rwanda in late 1992. Ac- 
cording to Prunier, “For the Habyarimana regime, and especially for the 
extremists elements in its ranks, this meant that the [RPF] was now a di- 
rect agent in Rwandan politics and that the whole Tutsi population inside 
the country could be viewed as potential ‘fifth columnists? . . . Killing 
civilians was promoted from the status of scare and intimidation tactics 
to the role of a major strategic concept. It was from that time on that the 
idea of the genocide . . . progressively began to be considered a ‘rational’ 
political project”157 Although Tutsi men were the primary targets of the 
violence, even children would have to be dealt with somehow since they 
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were destined to grow up to carry on the fight. 158 According to the in- 
vestigation of the genocide carried out by African Rights, “As the militias 
were sent to kill, they were exhorted to kill the young children too—on 
the grounds that today’s RPF fighters are yesterday’s refugee children’ 2159 
Likewise, Tutsi women had to be exterminated lest they give birth to 
more Tutsi children. 160 

Finally, extremist leaders seem to have believed that any solution that 
involved expelling or deporting the Tutsi from Rwanda would simply re- 
sult in a perpetuation of the conflict. The current fighting, after all, was 
being carried out by the descendants of Tutsi who had fled or were 
driven from Rwanda in the years following the 1959 Hutu revolution. If 
expelling fully half of the Tutsi population had not solved the problem 
then, it made little sense to send more of them across the border now. In- 
deed, the desire of Hutu extremists not to repeat the “mistake of 1959” 
appears to have been one of the most important factors in motivating the 
decision for genocide. References to this “error” appear repeatedly in 
Hutu extremist political writings and speeches. 161 As Prunier described 
the extremists’ logic: “It was a matter of survival and the mistake of 1959 
could not be repeated: if the evil race had been thoroughly eradicated 
then, their children would not have been threatening us now. Simple but 
true’! Indeed, after the genocide began, extremist forces made every 
effort to prevent Tutsi from escaping to neighboring countries. 163 

This was the cold logic that led Colonel Bagosora to announce at a 
party two days before the genocide began that if the Arusha Accords were 
implemented, “the only plausible solution for Rwanda would be the 
elimination of the Tutsi?” 164 It is impossible to determine the precise date, 
if indeed there was a single date, of the extremists’ decision for genocide. 
It is evident that the slaughter was planned at least several months in ad- 
vance of Habyarimana’s assassination on April 6, 1994. The general idea 
of large-scale massacres, however, probably came under serious consid- 
eration in late 1992 and was finally adopted as an actual plan sometime 
soon after Ndadaye’s assassination in Burundi in late October 1993.165 

This timeline is largely consistent with the interpretation that the de- 
cision for genocide was reached when the extremists felt that all other so- 
lutions for dealing with the Tutsi threat had proved unworkable. By late 
1992 it must have been apparent to the extremists that Habyarimana’s 
efforts to defeat the RPF had failed and that the final outcome of the 
Arusha talks would be even more threatening to their interests than they 
had initially feared. 166 By October 1993 it should have been clear that the 
extremists’ own violent efforts to crush the Tutsi by means of militias and 
death squads had failed as well. On the contrary, the Arusha Accords were 
beginning to be implemented under the supervision of the United Na- 
tions, and Habyarimana was coming under increasing international pres- 
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sure to cooperate. The RPF offensive of February 1993 and Ndadaye’s as- 
sassination probably convinced those extremists who still questioned the 
ethics of, or the need for, such a radical solution that genocide was both 
necessary and urgent. As Prunier concludes, in the history of the Rwan- 
dan conflict “killings were merely one of the means used in a broad spec- 
trum of political tools which included war, bribery, foreign diplomacy, 
constitutional manipulations and propaganda””!67 

Once it began, the furious pace of the Rwandan genocide surpassed 
even the rate of the industrialized murder of the Holocaust. Because of 
their militarily inferiority to the RPF, the extremists probably concluded 
that their genocidal strategy could only succeed if they acted quickly. Al- 
though the killing was performed primarily with small arms and edged 
weapons, 500,000 to 800,000 people were murdered in less than three 
months. A quarter of a million people may have been killed in the first 
two weeks of the genocide.!©8 Not all the victims were Tutsi. Between 
10,000 and 30,000 Hutu suspected of sympathizing with the RPF were 
also murdered. 169 

Although the genocide exterminated more than 75 percent of Rwanda’s 
Tutsi population, it did not defeat the RPF. The slaughter came to an end 
only when RPF forces routed the Rwandan army and seized control of the 
country. The extremists, along with between one and two million Hutu 
civilians, fled across the border to Burundi, Tanzania, and Zaire. 


LESS VIOLENT RACIST AND NATIONALIST REGIMES 


Racist and nationalist regimes have been a common feature in the history 
of the twentieth century. By definition, these regimes have engaged in 
overt or de facto economic, political, and cultural discrimination. They 
have often resorted to the violent repression of minority groups or sub- 
ordinate majorities. Nonetheless, most racist or nationalist regimes have 
not engaged in mass killing as I define it. What separates these “less vio- 
lent” racist and nationalist states from the openly genocidal regimes de- 
scribed above? The strategic approach suggests that the critical differences 
can be found in two sets of considerations. The first set encompasses the 
various considerations that contribute to leaders’ perceptions that ethnic 
cleansing is the best available means to deal with ethnic, national, or re- 
ligious adversaries. The second set consists of factors and conditions that 
render ethnic cleansing, once decided upon, more likely to escalate to 
mass killing. 


Factors Influencing the Decision to Implement Ethnic Cleansing 


The evidence presented in this chapter suggests that the likelihood that 
leaders will decide to implement a policy of ethnic cleansing 1s largely de- 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


187 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


188 


FINAL SOLUTIONS 


termined by their perceptions of two critical aspects of their environ- 
ment: (1) the nature and degree of the threat posed by their ethnic op- 
ponents and (2) the availability and adequacy of policies other than ethnic 
cleansing for countering this threat. Ethnic cleansing becomes more 
likely when leaders perceive their ethnic opponents as threatening, not 
merely to the continued power and privileges of the regime, but to the 
integrity of the state or the physical safety of the dominant group, and 
when leaders simultaneously perceive that less violent policies have failed 
to meet these threats. In practice, of course, these perceptions are related 
closely, since the way leaders assess the severity of a threat often depends 
on their ability to counter it. 

Why do some racist or nationalist leaders come to perceive other eth- 
nic groups as such grave threats? Objective considerations, including any 
threatening actions by members of victim groups, clearly play a role in 
shaping leaders’ perceptions. Leaders’ perceptions also are shaped pow- 
erfully by their own unique sets of beliefs and values, however. These be- 
liefs and values often do not correspond to objective realities. Indeed, 
sometimes they can be utterly bizarre and fantastic. 

Nor is there any reason to expect that leaders’ perceptions regarding 
victim groups will faithfully reflect the attitudes of the wider society or 
even the views of associates in their own regimes. After all, perpetrators 
of mass killing seldom achieve power through democratic means. In 
Turkey and Rwanda, the radical leaders who ultimately opted to imple- 
ment mass killing came to power through coups, overthrowing leaders 
who also held racist or nationalist beliefs but apparently preferred com- 
promise to ethnic cleansing. In Germany, although Hitler became chan- 
cellor through constitutional means, within less than a year he had 
dismantled Germany’s democratic institutions and secured nearly com- 
plete dictatorial powers. There is little evidence that majorities in any of 
the three cases studied here actively supported policies of genocide. 170 

The strategic perspective presented here is not intended to identify 
when and where radical racist or nationalist organizations are likely to 
come to power. Factors such as wars, economic depressions, and weak 
domestic institutions almost certainly help to clear a path to power for 
some of these groups. Yet, as noted in chapter 1, these factors are relatively 
common. They rarely lead to the rise of genocidal regimes. In fact, even 
in Turkish Armenia, Nazi Germany, and Rwanda, the rise of extremist 
groups appears to have been highly contingent on idiosyncratic factors 
and unexpected events. In each case, scholars have suggested plausible al- 
ternate historical scenarios that might have precluded these groups from 
ever gaining power, thereby averting ethnic cleansing and genocide. !7? 
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South Africa’s relatively peaceful transition from apartheid to a mul- 
tiracial democracy in 1994 provides a striking example of how differently 
events might have turned out in Turkey, Germany, and Rwanda. As in 
each of these three states, South Africa in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
was in the midst of a major national crisis, including a severe economic 
depression and violent domestic uprisings. Extremist racist groups were 
prevalent, including some within the ruling National Party and the South 
African military.17* Members of this so-called “third force” believed that 
the policies of the previous forty years, including moderate political con- 
cessions, lower levels of violent repression, and even the regime’s limited 
use of ethnic cleansing had failed. While F. W. de Klerk reluctantly was 
willing to compromise with Nelson Mandela’s African National Con- 
gress (ANC) to avoid economic collapse and continued political isola- 
tion, the extremists believed that granting full democratic rights to the 
blacks posed a serious threat to the Afrikaners’ way of life and even their 
survival. Indeed, in a nearly successful effort to derail the peace process, 
supporters of the third force worked to foment clashes between the ANC 
and other black groups that ultimately left thousands of people dead. 173 

Why then did not extremist groups come to power in South Africa as 
they did in Turkey, Germany, and Rwanda? Given their prevalence in mil- 
itary and police organizations, it seems likely that extremist forces in 
South Africa would have possessed more than enough physical capabili- 
ties to carry out mass killing if they had ever come to power. The answer 
to this question lies beyond the scope of this book. A comparison with 
Turkey, Germany, and Rwanda, however, suggests that perhaps the most 
obvious answer — that most white South Africans simply did not support 
systematic violence against blacks —is insufficient. After all, most Ger- 
mans did not support such measures against the Jews in 1933, and most 
Rwandan Hutu did not favor the extermination of the Tutsi in 1994. In- 
deed, it is instructive to note that the 68 percent of white South Africans 
who voted in support of de Klerk’s power-sharing negotiations in 1992 is 
almost exactly the same as the percentage of Germans who voted against 
Hitler in 1933. 

The strategic approach is most useful, therefore, in assessing when 
specific groups or leaders are likely to decide that ethnic cleansing is the 
best available means to achieve their ends, not when or where these 
groups will come to power. A brief comparison of the three genocidal 
regimes studied in this chapter with the comparatively moderate regimes 
that preceded them in each state reveals how leaders’ differing perceptions 
regarding the threats posed by Armenian, Jewish, and Tutsi minorities led 
to radically different strategies for dealing with them. These within-case 
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comparisons are particularly illustrative because the abrupt transition be- 
tween regimes in each of these three states makes it possible to examine 
the independent impact of changes in leadership while broader social and 
cultural factors remain relatively stable. 174 

Leaders of “moderate” regimes in Turkey before 1913, Germany before 
1933, and Rwanda before April 1994 did harbor racist and nationalist at- 
titudes regarding their respective Armenian, Jewish, and Tutsi minorities, 
and they did see these groups as threats or problems. Nevertheless, these 
leaders generally seem to have perceived their conflicts with minority 
groups in political or economic rather than existential terms. Partly be- 
cause of these perceptions, moderate leaders concluded that limited 
forms of discrimination or repression, or even concessions, would be 
sufficient to keep minority groups in check. The extremist regimes that 
succeeded them, on the other hand, tended to see the Armenians, Jews, 
and Tutsi as threats to the physical safety or even continued survival of the 
majority, not simply its political and economic prerogatives. The belief 
that previous moderate policies had failed to defuse these threats, com- 
bined with the outbreak of wars in which minority groups were impli- 
cated, simultaneously exacerbated these dire perceptions and ensured 
that more radical solutions would be put into practice. 

In Turkey, most members of the Young Turk regime that gained power 
in 1908 seem to have believed — probably accurately — that the majority 
of Armenians were interested simply in greater autonomy and equality 
within the empire. As a result, they conceived of the “Armenian question” 
primarily in political terms and saw the best hope for its resolution in poli- 
cies of accommodation and integration. The rapid disintegration of the 
empire under the pressures of secessionist movements, however, led to 
the rise of an ultra-nationalist faction of the Young Turks in 1913. Fol- 
lowing Turkey’s entry into World War I, the suspected collaboration of 
the Armenians with the Russian invaders convinced the extremists that 
the Armenians posed more than a threat to Turkish dominance in do- 
mestic affairs. In fact, the Armenians were believed to be abetting the 
dismemberment of the Turkish homeland itself. Since the extremists be- 
lieved that previous policies of integration as well as limited repression 
had failed, they concluded that Turkey would never be secure while a large 
Armenian population remained within its borders. 

In Weimar Germany, most center and left political parties explicitly 
supported Jewish assimilation. Jews assumed prominent leadership roles 
in the republic, including several cabinet ministries. Anti-Semitism, how- 
ever, was rife within Germany’s numerous conservative parties and in the 
military. Yet even these racist elites typically held to traditional anti-Se- 
mitic beliefs that described Germany’s “Jewish problem” in terms of the 
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supposed overrepresentation of Jews in high political, economic, and cul- 
tural positions. 175 Their preferred anti-Semitic measures usually aimed at 
the segregation of Jews 1n social life and their exclusion from German cul- 
tural and political institutions. Hitler and other radical anti-Semites in the 
Nazi party, on the other hand, saw the Jewish threat in nothing less than 
apocalyptic terms. The Jews were a biological threat to the strength of the 
Aryan race and, through their alleged ties to international communism 
and internal subversion, a threat to the survival of the German state. Seg- 
regation and exclusion were clearly insufficient to meet a threat so de- 
fined. Hitler’s long-term strategy, therefore, probably always sought the 
physical removal of the Jews from Germany. 

The contrast between the Rwandan regime under Juvenal Habyari- 
mana and the Hutu extremist parties that replaced it at the outset of the 
genocide in April 1994 reveals a similar pattern. Habyarimana, who had 
governed the country since 1973, seems to have been concerned primar- 
ily with defending the power and privileges of his northern-based Hutu 
clan. He protected these privileges mainly through the restriction, al- 
though not complete exclusion, of Tutsi participation in the political 
process and access to public sector jobs. Even after the RPF invasion of 
1990, Habyarimana still seemed to consider the domestic Tutsi threat 
largely in political terms. He did not shrink from engaging the RPF army 
militarily or using repression against his domestic political opponents, 
but he also was prepared to negotiate and grant limited political conces- 
sions to the Tutsi. The Hutu extremists, including many within Habya- 
rimana’s government and military, however, were convinced that the 
Tutsi were seeking to impose minority rule on Rwanda, possibly through 
the same kind of genocidal violence that sustained the minority Tutsi 
regime in Burundi. The perceived failure of Habyarimana’s policies con- 
vinced the extremists that more radical solutions were necessary. As noted 
above, this internal conflict may well have led to Habyarimana’s assassi- 
nation in the opening act of the genocide. 

Extremists in all three states came to believe that eliminating the threat 
posed by their ethnic enemies was the single most important issue on 
their agenda. Until this threat could be neutralized, they feared, nothing 
else was possible. Indeed, each group defined itself largely by its unwill- 
ingness to compromise on the issue of relations with minorities. The fact 
that each regime chose to divert scarce resources away from desperate on- 
going wars to support their genocidal campaigns against minority civil- 
ian populations is an illustration of the intensity of these convictions. In 
Turkey and Rwanda, the extremists’ fears had at least a small foothold in 
realty, since opposition groups claiming to represent minority popula- 
tions in these states had organized militarily and used violence in the 
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attempt to gain autonomy, secession, or the overthrow of the current 
regime. In Germany, on the other hand, the Jewish threat was purely a 
figment of Nazi ideology. Yet as the Holocaust itself ultimately demon- 
strated, this imagined threat proved at least as powerful a motivation for 
murder as any based in reality. 


From Ethnic Cleansing to Mass Killing 


As noted in the beginning of this chapter, ethnic cleansing and mass 
killing, though often conflated, are not one in the same. Ethnic cleansing 
almost always entails significant violence and coercion, but it has been ac- 
complished without mass killing.17° A comparison between the three 
genocidal regimes studied in this chapter and others that have imple- 
mented ethnic cleansing using lower levels of violence suggests three fac- 
tors that can influence whether or not ethnic cleansing will lead to mass 
killing: (1) the size of the population subject to ethnic cleansing, (2) the 
speed with which ethnic cleansing is carried out, and (3) the availability 
of hospitable territories to receive refugee populations. These variables 
may operate individually or in conjunction. While many other factors un- 
doubtedly play a role, these three are particularly significant because each 
of them directly influences the ability of perpetrators to relocate victims 
without resorting to massive violence. 

The most obvious factor that can influence the likelihood that leaders 
will use mass killing to achieve ethnic cleansing is the size of the popula- 
tion subject to removal. All else being equal, the larger the population 
that must be relocated, the greater is the number of people likely to be 
subjected to violence. There were close to 2,000,000 Armenians in 
Turkey in 1915, 10,000,000 Jews in German-occupied Europe and the So- 
viet Union in 1941, and between 650,000 and 930,000 Tutsi in Rwanda 
in 1994. Several other of this century’s most violent examples of ethnic 
mass killing also have been associated with the ethnic cleansing of vast 
numbers of people. Two million ethnic Germans died between 1945 and 
1947 when nearly twelve million were expelled from Eastern Europe. Be- 
tween 500,000 and 1,000,000 people perished during the partition of In- 
dia in 1947—48 in which approximately 10,000,000 people forcibly were 
relocated. Over 10,000,000 Bengalis were forced from their homes and 
between 500,000 and 3,000,000 of them (mostly Hindus) died during 
the partition of Bangladesh in 1971. 

The size of the victim population does not simply affect the degree of 
violence against victim groups in proportional terms. The practical dif- 
ficulties associated with moving vast numbers of people over long 
distances can render less violent strategies of ethnic cleansing all but im- 
possible. Larger populations are physically harder to move, more likely 
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to resist relocation, and less likely to be admitted for resettlement by for- 
eign states. 177 The Nazis’ policy of coerced emigration, for example, suc- 
ceeded in forcing most of Germany’s 500,000 Jews out of the country 
between 1933 and 1939 without massive violence. This strategy was clearly 
insufficient, on the other hand, for coping with the Jews living in East- 
ern Europe and the Soviet Union, as no other country was willing to ac- 
cept such large numbers of Jewish refugees. The problems presented by 
this vast population were partly responsible for the Nazis’ shift to schemes 
for deportation and ultimately genocide. Likewise, in 1972, Idi Amin was 
able to deport nearly all of the seventy thousand Asians (most of Indian 
descent) living in Uganda in a matter of months and with relatively little 
violence.!78 Most of the refugees were evacuated by airplane and granted 
asylum in Britain, Canada, the United States, and elsewhere. Such an op- 
eration would have been unthinkable had the population numbered in 
the millions instead of the tens of thousands. 

A second factor that seems to influence the likelihood that ethnic 
cleansing will result in mass killing is the pace with which it is imple- 
mented. When perpetrators believe that they must carry out ethnic 
cleansing rapidly, greater violence may be required to force people to 
leave their homes. The lack of preparation can render it difficult or im- 
possible for expellees to sell or take their personal belongings with them, 
or to make their own arrangements for relocation. Under these circum- 
stances, victims are more likely to resist relocation. In addition, when de- 
portations are carried out in great haste, it is simply more difficult to 
provide humane conditions for refugees during relocation or after reset- 
tlement, even if perpetrators were inclined to do so. As a result, the like- 
hihood of mortality during and after relocation may also increase. 

All three mass killings described in this chapter occurred in the midst 
of war. In all three cases, perpetrators believed that they had to carry out 
ethnic cleansing rapidly if their country hoped to survive the fighting. 
Not all instances of ethnic cleansing, however, are propelled by such a 
sense of urgency. When perpetrators are willing to allow more time for 
relocation, less violent means become more practical. Both the perpetra- 
tors and the victims of ethnic cleansing have greater time to prepare for 
relocation and resettlement, thereby decreasing the likelihood that vic- 
tims will resist and reducing the likelihood of deaths resulting from harsh 
conditions. With greater time, perpetrators may even be able to negoti- 
ate agreements with states willing to accept refugees. 

As described above, the Nazi regime used economic and political pres- 
sures to encourage gradual Jewish emigration from Germany between 
1933 and 1939. The process was by its nature cruel, but it occurred with 
relatively little violence. Similarly, between 1960 and 1983, the white 
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regime of South Africa forcibly relocated approximately 3.5 million Blacks, 
Asians, and peoples of mixed race into segregated communities within 
the boundaries of the South African state.!”7? The relocation was not 
without violence, but the removals took place over a period of more than 
twenty years, and at least some compensation could be paid to those 
who owned land or houses. In addition, although conditions in the 
homelands were harsh, South Africa devoted enough resources to their 
development to prevent widespread deaths from starvation and expo- 
sure —two of the most common causes of mortality during mass reloca- 
tions. 180 

The third factor that can influence the violence associated with ethnic 
cleansing is the availability of territories for resettlement — territories that 
are acceptable to the sponsors of ethnic cleansing and capable of sup- 
porting the influx of refugees. The Nazi regime actively sought such a lo- 
cation for Jewish refugees in Palestine, Eastern Europe, Madagascar, and 
Siberia. In Turkey and Rwanda, the option of expelling refugees across 
the border was out of the question since leaders in both states were al- 
ready facing cross-border incursions. Nevertheless, the fact that Turkish 
and Rwandan Hutu leaders had experimented with less violent domestic 
solutions before resorting to mass killing suggests that they might have 
sanctioned the deportation of their ethnic enemies to more distant loca- 
tions if other states were willing to accept them. Indeed, in 1923 the new 
Turkish regime under Mustafa Kemal agreed to the internationally nego- 
tiated deportation of Turkey’s Greek minority to Greece. 181 

The pattern of conflict in the former Yugoslavia illustrates how the 
availability of territories capable of accepting refugees can diminish — if 
not completely avert—the violence associated with ethnic cleansing. 
Large numbers of Muslims, Serbs, and Croats were forced to flee their 
homes during war, but Muslims suffered a disproportionate share of the 
violence. This pattern was due at least in part to the fact that unlike the 
Serbs and Croats, Muslims could not flee Bosnia to the protection of an 
independent state dominated by co-ethnic allies.18* Indeed, unlike Ser- 
bian and Croatian leaders, Muslim leaders actively discouraged Bosnian 
Muslims from fleeing to safer areas as part of the effort to prevent the par- 
tition of Bosnia.!8? 

Similarly, Serbian forces expelled at least 850,000 Kosovar Albanians 
from Kosovo in 1999, most of them in the course of just a few weeks in 
February and March. Between 2,100 and 11,000 people were killed as 
Serbs forced them from their homes, but it seems likely that the toll 
would have been much higher were it not for the well-supplied refugee 
camps established by NATO forces across the border in Albania and 
Macedonia. !84 
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This perspective also suggests one reason why “stateless” groups have 
proven especially vulnerable to mass killing. Groups such as the Jews 
(prior to the establishment of Israel), Kurds, and Gypsies have been the 
repeated victims of mass violence, not simply because they have been his- 
torical objects of discrimination and hatred, but because they have had 
nowhere to run when threatened by conflicts with more powerful 
groups. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 
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6. COUNTERGUERRILLA 
MASS KILLINGS: 
GUATEMALA 

AND AFGHANISTAN 


The effort to defeat guerrilla insurgencies was the single most common 
motivation for mass killing in the last century. In this chapter I focus on 
two of the most significant episodes of counterguerrilla mass killing in re- 
cent history: the civil war in Guatemala from 1978 to 1996 and the Soviet 
occupation of Afghanistan from 1979 to 1988. Counterguerrilla motives 
have also been the driving force behind numerous other episodes of mass 
killing, including, but not limited to, the American occupation of the 
Philippines (1899-1902), the Chinese civil war (1927-49), the Algerian 
war of independence from France (1954—62), the French and American 
wars in Indochina/ Vietnam (1945-75), the civil war in El Salvador (1979- 
92), the Ethiopian civil war (1974—91), the civil war in East Timor (1975— 
99), the suppression of Kurdish rebellions in Iraq (1961-91), the civil war 
in Sudan (1983 to present), the civil war in Burundi (1993 to present), and 
the Russian suppression of Chechen separatists (1994 to present).! Be- 
cause radical communist states, racist or nationalist regimes, settler 
colonies, empires, and states engaged in wars of territorial expansion have 
often provoked guerrilla resistance movements, counterguerrilla motives 
have also played a significant but secondary role in many other cases of 
mass killing described in this book. 

Counterguerrilla warfare seldom avoids violence against civilians alto- 
gether. Nevertheless, systematic mass killing remains relatively rare com- 
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pared to the large number of guerrilla conflicts waged in modern times. 
To understand why this is so, in this chapter I will also analyze several no- 
table counterguerrilla military campaigns that did not result in mass 
killing. 

The remainder of this chapter is divided into five main sections. In the 
first section, I explain why perpetrators so often see mass killing as an at- 
tractive military strategy in counterguerrilla warfare. In the second and 
third sections, I employ this strategic perspective to help show why the 
conflicts in Guatemala and Afghanistan resulted in such high levels of vi- 
olence against civilians. The fourth section explores the history of several 
counterguerrilla wars that did not result in mass killing. In the conclud- 
ing section, I suggest some reasons why counterguerrilla mass killing has 
been so prevalent during the last one hundred years, and why, unfortu- 
nately, it seems likely to remain a common strategy of counterinsurgency 
in the future. 


A STRATEGIC APPROACH TO 
COUNTERGUERRILLA Mass KILLING 


Although guerrilla tactics are probably as old as warfare itself, guerrilla 
wars have become especially prominent since the end of the Second 
World War.” Guerrilla warfare is notoriously difficult to define. The term, 
which means “small war” in Spanish, first appears to have entered mili- 
tary vocabulary during Napoleons campaign against Spain in 1808-14. 
Since then, the term has come to signify almost any unconventional, rev- 
olutionary, or civil war. 

In this book, however, I distinguish guerrilla wars from other forms of 
combat by three central characteristics. First, and most distinctively, clear 
lines of battle in guerrilla warfare are rare, and guerrilla forces frequently 
operate in territories that are technically under the military control of 
their adversaries. Second, guerrilla warfare relies primarily on irregular 
forces, organized in small, highly mobile units that operate mostly with- 
out heavy weaponry such as tanks, artillery, or aircraft. Third, guerrilla 
tactics seek to avoid decisive set-piece battles in favor of prolonged cam- 
paigns involving hit-and-run attacks, assassinations, terror bombing, and 
sabotage. These operations are designed to increase an opponent's polit- 
ical, military, and economic costs, as opposed to defeating his military 
forces directly. 

A fourth characteristic of guerrilla combat, however, one common to 
many but not all guerrilla wars, is the most central for understanding 
counterguerrilla mass killing. Much more than conventional armies, 
guerrilla forces rely directly on local civilian populations for their logisti- 
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cal support, including food, shelter, supplies, and intelligence.? Guerril- 
las may also use civilian populations as a form of “human camouflage” 
into which they can disappear to avoid detection. As Mao Zedong, one 
of history’s most influential strategists of guerrilla warfare, famously put 
it: “Because guerrilla warfare basically derives from the masses and is sup- 
ported by them, it can neither exist nor flourish if it separates itself from 
their sympathies and cooperation. . .. Many people think it is impossi- 
ble for guerrillas to exist for long in the enemy’s rear. Such a belief reveals 
lack of comprehension of the relationship that should exist between the 
people and the troops. The former may be likened to water and the latter 
to the fish who inhabit it?4 

Guerrilla warfare can be an extraordinarily powerful weapon. Skillfully 
applied, guerrilla tactics can provide even relatively small and weak 
groups with the capability to inflict significant military and political costs 
on regimes fielding vastly superior conventional forces. Determined 
guerrilla forces have proven extraordinarily difficult to defeat even by the 
most advanced Western armies. Conventional military tactics are poorly 
suited to combating an enemy that seeks to avoid direct military con- 
frontations, has no permanent lines of supply or communication, and 
whose forces are often indistinguishable from the general population. 
Policing the vast spaces and large populations resident in areas of guer- 
rilla activity requires resources beyond all but the largest armies. These 
dilemmas force regimes threatened by powerful guerrilla insurgencies to 
search for unconventional strategies capable of defeating their oppo- 
nents. Unfortunately, the nature of guerrilla tactics has often led military 
and political leaders to conclude that the systematic targeting of civilian 
populations is the only “practical” solution to the seemingly intractable 
problems of guerrilla warfare. 

As Mao understood, the close support of the civilian population is one 
of the great strengths of guerrilla warfare. This relationship, however, can 
also be a weakness. Rather than fighting the guerrillas on their own terms, 
regimes determined to defeat a guerrilla insurgency may adopt a strategy 
designed to sever the guerrillas from their base of support in the popula- 
tion. Unlike guerrilla forces themselves, this network of civilian support 
is largely immobile and nearly impossible to conceal. Since guerrilla war- 
fare has no defined front lines separating contending forces, and since 
guerrillas seldom choose to commit large forces to the static defense of 
specific territories or population centers, counterguerrilla forces often 
have easy access to the guerrillas’ civilian supporters. As such, these pop- 
ulations offer an obvious target for counterguerrilla operations. Roger 
Trinquier, a French counterinsurgency theorist and veteran of counter- 
guerrilla wars in both Indochina and Algeria, gave this explanation: 
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It is the inhabitant who supplies the guerrilla with his food requirements 
on an almost day to day basis... . It is the inhabitant who also occa- 
sionally supplies him with ammunition. The inhabitant contributes to his 
protection by keeping him informed. ... No troop movement can es- 
cape the inhabitant. Any threat to the guerrilla is communicated to him 
in plenty of time. Sometimes the inhabitant’s home is the guerrilla’s 
refuge, where he can disappear in case of danger. . . . But this total de- 
pendence upon terrain and population is also the guerrilla’s weak point. 
We should be able, with our more powerful potential, to make him sub- 
mit or to destroy him by acting upon his terrain and upon his support — 
the population.® 


Likewise, Franklin Lindsay, a veteran of the U.S. Office of Strategic 
Services (the predecessor to the CIA) who advised the partisan move- 
ment against the German occupation of Yugoslavia during the Second 
World War, writes that “a guerrilla force is like the top of an iceberg; the 
supporting civilian organization, without which it cannot survive, is the 
much larger part that cannot be seen. Just as control of the air has become 
a prerequisite for successful frontal warfare, so control of the population 
is a prerequisite for successful unconventional warfare?”° 

The killing of civilians in counterguerrilla warfare has often been at- 
tributed to the conduct of overzealous, poorly disciplined, racist, or hate- 
filled troops. There can be little doubt that the frustration of waging a 
prolonged war against an opponent who refuses to stand and fight, along 
with the difficulty of distinguishing guerrillas from civilians, helps make 
atrocities more common in counterguerrilla warfare than in other forms 
of combat. The uncoordinated actions of uncontrollable or racist troops, 
however, are unlikely to generate the levels of violence necessary to meet 
the criteria for mass killing as I define it. 

Counter-guerrilla forces do not engage in mass killing primarily be- 
cause they lack discipline or because they hate their victims. On the con- 
trary, I argue that mass killing in counterguerrilla warfare, including 
associated practices such as torture and public executions, often is viewed 
by its perpetrators in cold military terms, as one tactic among many used 
to respond to the unique threats posed by their guerrilla opponents. As I 
will document below, counterguerrilla forces have often combined mass 
killing with “positive” policies designed to improve the lives of the civil- 
ian population and draw support away from guerrillas. It is this under- 
standing of counterguerrilla mass killing that explains the perverse logic 
behind the infamous comment of an American officer in Vietnam: “We 
had to destroy the village in order to save it.”” 

As political leaders and military commanders engaged in counterguer- 
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rilla warfare frequently have stated openly, if the civilian population is the 
“sea” in which the guerrilla “fish” swim, counterguerrilla mass killing is a 
strategy that seeks to catch the fish by draining the sea. Efforts to defeat 
guerrilla insurgencies by acting upon their support in the civilian popu- 
lation have led to the development of three related counterguerrilla 
tactics: counterterror, population resettlement, and scorched-earth war- 
fare. Each of these tactics has often resulted in mass killing. In addition, 
counterguerrilla forces have also developed a range of nonviolent “civic- 
action” tactics designed to reduce or eliminate civilian support for guer- 
rillas by addressing the root causes of the insurgency. These four tactics 
are often referred to collectively as “pacification.” I will describe each of 
them in detail below. 


Counterterror 


Counterguerrilla forces have often sought to defeat insurgencies by ter- 
rorizing and intimidating the guerrillas’ supporters among the civilian 
population. By killing individuals suspected of collaborating with the in- 
surgents, often in public and sometimes in an especially gruesome man- 
ner, leaders seek to intimidate the rest of the population into shunning 
the guerrillas or revealing information about guerrilla activities. As Lind- 
say writes, “When two forces are contending for the loyalty of, and con- 
trol over, the civilian population, the side which uses violent reprisals 
most aggressively will dominate most of the people, even though their 
sympathies may lie in the other direction”? Lindsay and most other West- 
ern theorists of counterguerrilla warfare are careful to point out that this 
tactic works best when it is applied in a selective manner, targeting only 
active participants in the insurgency and its most influential supporters. 
In practice, however, accurate discrimination in guerrilla warfare can be 
extremely difficult. Guerrilla organizations usually go to great lengths to 
conceal their membership and supporters. Counterguerrilla forces often 
lack the detailed intelligence necessary to distinguish between civilians 
and guerrillas.” Nor do they have the time or resources necessary to grant 
suspects the benefit of due process. Under these circumstances, the temp- 
tation to resort to violence and even torture to gather information from 
suspected guerrillas and their supporters can be substantial. 1° 

The incentive to target civilians in counterguerrilla campaigns, how- 
ever, 1s not solely the product of the practical difficulties of waging coun- 
terinsurgency warfare discriminately. Even if truly selective counterterror 
operations were possible, counterinsurgent forces would still face con- 
siderable incentives for mass killing. That is because most so-called guer- 
rilla sympathizers are in fact civilians. They support the guerrillas with 
food, shelter, information, or political agitation but do not participate di- 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


COUNTERGUERRILLA MASS KILLINGS 


rectly in acts of violence. The ability to determine who is a guerrilla com- 
batant and who is a civilian guerrilla sympathizer, therefore, would not 
eliminate the incentives to target civilian populations. Furthermore, 
counterguerrilla forces frequently seek not simply to prevent civilians 
from actively supporting the guerrillas but also to force civilians to co- 
operate in the effort to defeat the insurgency. This kind of “cooperation” 
must often be elicited through violent coercion. 

As aresult of these problems and incentives, a strategy of counterterror 
can easily degenerate into an exercise in collective punishment involving 
the indiscriminate slaughter of large numbers of innocent civilians. As an 
American officer described the massacre of more than five hundred civil- 
ians in the Vietnamese village of My Lai: “It was really a good tactic when 
you stop to think about it. . . . if you scare people enough they will keep 
away from you. . . . Pm not saying I approve of the tactic. . . . I think it’s 
an effective tactic?! 

The German occupation of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe dur- 
ing the Second World War provides one of the most savage examples of 
the strategy of counterterror in action. Facing widespread resistance from 
guerrilla partisans, German occupation forces adopted an explicit policy 
of “prophylaxis by terror” that Hitler vowed would “make the popula- 
tion lose all interest in insubordination.””!? The German High Command 
concluded that “a deterrent effect can be attained only through unusual 
hardness” and called for the application of “collective measures of force,” 
even in cases of “passive resistance.”!3 In many areas of German occupa- 
tion, it became standard practice for Germans to execute between fifty 
and a hundred civilians for every German soldier killed by partisan guer- 
rillas. 14 It was not unusual for entire villages, including women and chil- 
dren, to be exterminated in response to partisan attacks. 15 

Although it would be easy to attribute this kind of violence exclusively 
to the cruelty of the Nazi regime, even democratic states facing powerful 
guerrilla insurgencies have resorted to this tacit, albeit on a lesser scale. 
For example, terror was a common tactic of U.S. forces in the 1899-1902 
counterinsurgency campaign in the Philippines. When they first arrived 
in the Philippines, U.S. military commanders were unused to guerrilla 
combat, but they soon grasped that “the unique system of warfare” uti- 
lized by the Filipinos “depended upon almost complete unity of action of 
the entire native population.”!¢ In response, General J. Franklin Bell, the 
commander of the U.S. Army in the province of Batangas, devised a strat- 
egy of terror and intimidation intended to separate the guerrillas from 
their supporters.!” Describing his plans, Bell wrote that to “combat such 
a population it is necessary to make the state of war as insupportable as 
possible . . . by keeping the minds of the people in such a state of anxiety 
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and apprehension that living under such conditions will soon become un- 
bearable. Little should be said. . . . Let acts, not words, convey the in- 
tention?8 

Bell announced that “all consideration and regard for the inhabitants 
of this place cease from the day I become commander” Lacking the in- 
formation necessary to determine who supported the guerrillas and who 
did not, a system of collective punishment was adopted. Bell argued that 
even “neutrality should not be tolerated??? Only those who demon- 
strated active support for U.S. forces would be spared. A ruthless cam- 
paign was launched during which, according to one correspondent, 
American soldiers killed “men, women, children, prisoners and captives, 
active insurgents and suspected people, from lads of ten and up??? A 
young lieutenant remarked that “the American soldier in officially sanc- 
tioned wrath is a thing so ugly and dangerous that it would take a Kipling 
to describe him??? 

Forced Population Resettlement 

A second tactic frequently utilized in counterguerrilla warfare is the 
forced displacement and resettlement of civilian populations. By relocat- 
ing civilians from regions of intense guerrilla activity to “regroupment 
camps” or “strategic villages” policed by government forces, regimes seek 
to physically separate guerrilla combatants from the civilian support they 
need to continue fighting. 

Although in theory more humane than the terror tactics described 
above, in practice population relocation often involves massive vio- 
lence.?? As with policies of ethnic cleansing, violence is often required to 
force people to leave their homes and possessions for an unknown life in 
a faraway location. The process of rapidly relocating large numbers of 
people frequently leads to widespread mortality. The extraordinary ex- 
pense of providing adequate sustenance, shelter, and sanitation for large 
numbers of people means that starvation and disease often await refugees 
in government camps.?? Sometimes, in operations more accurately 
termed “depopulation” than resettlement, counterinsurgent forces sim- 
ply expel the entire population of guerrilla-active regions, making little or 
no provision for their relocation. 

To make maters worse, population resettlement has often been com- 
bined with the creation of so-called free-fire zones, in which any person 
remaining in the evacuated area may be shot on sight on the presumption 
of being a guerrilla or guerrilla supporter. As the American counterin- 
surgency theorist John McCuen explained the tactic: 


The concept is simple. The entire population is evacuated from an area, 
regrouped, and forbidden to re-enter it without special permission. By 
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so doing, the governing authorities remove the revolutionaries’ only real 
important source of strength—the people. Without a population, the 
rebels are deprived of their protective screen, source of recruitment, food 
supply, intelligence network, and so forth. . . . Furthermore, the mobile 
forces [of the government] now have complete freedom of action, for 
they can attack as an enemy anyone remaining in the zone.?4 


One of the first experiments with the mass relocation of civilians in 
guerrilla war occurred during the Boer War of 1899-1902. In an effort to 
deprive the Boer guerrillas of support, the British forcibly removed over 
150,000 people, almost all of them women and children, from their farms 
and interned them in squalid refugee camps.?5 Over 20,000 internees 
died of malnutrition and disease.2° 

The Ethiopian government also used large-scale resettlement in its bat- 
tle to crush the guerrilla insurgency in Tigre. From 1984 to 1986, between 
700,000 and 800,000 people were uprooted and relocated to govern- 
ment-controlled villages and camps. Between 50,000 and 200,000 are be- 
lieved to have perished.?” Although the Ethiopian government claimed 
the program was a famine relief measure, the relocated populations con- 
sisted primarily of those living in strategically significant regions, not the 
areas most severely stricken with famine or drought.?8 Most observers 
agree that the primary goal of relocation was to deprive the Tigrean rebels 
of their base of support.?? Indeed, referring directly to Mao’s writings, 
one cadre of the Workers’ Party of Ethiopia plainly described the gov- 
ernment’s strategy for defeating the rebellion to a group of Tigrean peas- 
ants: “If you dry out the sea the fish will die. . . . We will dry out Tigre 
and force the bandits to give up. You are the backbone of the bandits, so 


we have to break you first; then we can also destroy the marrow:”?° 


Scorched-Earth Warfare 


A third counterguerrilla tactic, often employed in conjunction with pop- 
ulation resettlement, is the systematic destruction of crops, livestock, 
dwellings, and other important infrastructure in areas of guerrilla activ- 
ity. This “scorched-earth” strategy serves three primary functions.*! First, 
it deprives guerrillas and their supporters of food and shelter, killing them 
or starving them into submission. Second, it can be used to force local 
populations into government-controlled resettlement camps and dis- 
courage refugees from returning to their homes. Finally, it can be used 
selectively as a severe punishment or deterrent for villages suspected of 
supporting the guerrillas. 

Scorched-earth tactics have been a common feature of counterguerrilla 
warfare throughout this century. The U.S. Army employed them during 
the occupation of the Philippines following the Spanish-American War 
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of 1898 to eliminate the source of supplies for the insurgents and to force 
the population into regroupment camps.3* Hundreds of thousands of 
Filipino civilians died during the war, many of starvation directly attrib- 
utable to the scorched-earth campaign.?3 

Scorched-earth tactics have been a central feature of the ongoing coun- 
terguerrilla war in Sudan as well, where they have also contributed to se- 
vere famines. According to a report by the human rights organization 
African Rights, the Sudanese regime hoped that the famine would break 
the will of the people and force them into government-controlled areas. 
The report concludes that “the creation of famine was a deliberate gov- 
ernment military policy. The widespread burning of villages and food 
crops and stealing of livestock could have no other effect. There can be 
no doubt . . . that politicians and generals were fully aware of what they 
were doing when they launched the scorched-earth strategy”34 

Perhaps nowhere were scorched-earth counterinsurgency tactics ap- 
plied with greater ruthlessness than in the Japanese occupation of north- 
ern China during the early 1940s. In areas of intense guerrilla activity, 
Japanese tactics bordered on outright extermination. The army adopted 
what it called the “three all” policy —“kill all, burn all, loot all” Japanese 
brutality in China has often been attributed to anti-Chinese racism.3> 
Racism was rampant in the Japanese army, but even in this case, strategic 
motives also seem to have been at work. In central China, where guerrilla 
resistance was not as strong, Japanese atrocities were less common—a 
pattern that cannot be explained by racism.?° Rather, as Lincoln Li ob- 
serves, Japanese violence against civilian populations was more directly 
the result of “a kind of scorched-earth policy in reverse. Indiscriminate 
devastation was designed to break the will of the populace from sup- 
porting the resistance cause, and to deprive the Chinese Communist mil- 
itary forces of sources of manpower and food supplies.”3” Likewise, 
Chalmers Johnson suggests that the policy “aimed at destroying the close 
cooperation that existed between the communists and the populace. The 
essence of the [three all policy] was to surround a given area, to kill every- 
one in it, and to destroy everything possible so that the area would be un- 
inhabitable in the future?”3% Approximately nineteen million people in 
communist-controlled areas of northern China were rendered homeless 
by Japanese operations.?? Eight million or more Chinese civilians may 
have perished under the Japanese occupation.*° 

Perpetrators have also implemented scorched-earth tactics in coun- 
terinsurgency warfare through the aerial bombardment of food crops and 
dwellings that provide sustenance and shelter for both guerrillas and civil- 
ians. For military organizations with sufficient air forces, the bombard- 
ment of guerrilla active areas can be an especially attractive strategy 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


COUNTERGUERRILLA MASS KILLINGS 


because it holds the promise of avoiding the high casualties often suffered 
by counterinsurgent forces in ground operations. This strategy is some- 
times even more deadly for civilian populations, on the other hand, since 
the difficulty of distinguishing between guerrillas and civilians from the 
air and the inaccuracy of most aerial weapons means that targets are of- 
ten selected at the village level or higher. 

The Salvadoran air force used this counterinsurgency strategy to dev- 
astating effect. As a report by Americas Watch concluded, during the in- 
tense fighting of the early 1980s 


aerial power was being used extensively to drive masas [civilians sus- 
pected of supporting the guerrillas], or those designated in this way, from 
large sections of the country that were controlled by the guerrillas. The 
apparent purpose was to deprive the guerrillas of sources of food and in- 
formation about troop movements. In the process many hundreds of 
civilians were killed in aerial attacks, and many more were injured. Vil- 
lages were laid waste, farm animals were killed, peasants left their homes, 
often without any possessions.*+ 


Civic Action 

Violence and coercion are not the only means that counterinsurgent 
forces have employed to separate guerrillas from their civilian supporters. 
Indeed, counterinsurgency campaigns frequently combine the brutal tac- 
tics described above with policies designed to entice civilian supporters 
away from the guerrillas with the prospect of rewards including money, 
food, land, social and political reforms, or improved infrastructure. These 
strategies, commonly referred to as “civic action” or “winning hearts and 
minds,” seek to address the root economic, political, or social causes of 
the insurgency and to convince the population that cooperation with the 
government is in their best interest. 

Programs of civic action have been a common feature of counterguer- 
rilla warfare, even in conflicts noted for their brutality. American forces in 
the Philippines, for example, combined violent reprisals against villages 
suspected of supporting the guerrillas with large-scale civic-action pro- 
grams including sanitation projects, vaccination, education, and food dis- 
tribution.*? Similarly, the counterguerrilla war waged by the Chinese 
Nationalist regime against Mao’s communist insurgency was character- 
ized by “extermination campaigns” that killed millions of people. Yet, in 
some areas, the regime also implemented rent reduction, land reform, 
and affordable loan programs, which were designed to redress the peas- 
ants’ grievances and to reward their loyalty.*3 

Unfortunately, civic-action programs can be extremely expensive to 
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implement, especially when there are millions of hearts and minds to be 
won. Few regimes possess the resources or inclination to provide truly at- 
tractive rewards to very large numbers of people. Counterguerrilla forces 
facing a mass-based insurgency, therefore, have seldom relied on such tac- 
tics alone. The promise of positive incentives for cooperation usually has 
been buttressed substantially by threats of violent punishment for those 
suspected of supporting the guerrillas. 


GUATEMALA 


In the years between 1960 and 1996, Guatemala was ravaged by repeated 
waves of insurgency and counterguerrilla warfare. The insurgency began 
in 1960 when a small group of military officers launched a coup d'état 
against the Guatemalan regime. Although the coup failed, its organizers 
escaped capture, organized a small guerrilla force, and vowed to over- 
throw the government. From 1961 to 1978, however, the insurgency was 
unable to garner strong support from the rural population. Government- 
sponsored violence was pervasive, but killing remained at comparatively 
low levels. Beginning in 1978, however, the insurgents began to develop 
a significant following among the Guatemalan peasantry and adopted a 
mass-based guerrilla strategy. These fundamental changes in the nature of 
the guerrillas’ tactics prompted equally fundamental changes in the 
regime’s strategy for defeating them. The Guatemalan regime’s effort to 
isolate the guerrillas from their newly won civilian supporters resulted in 
a devastating campaign of mass killing. 


The Guerrillas Foco Strategy and the Government Response 


Following their failed coup in 1960, rebel military officers fled to the 
countryside in eastern Guatemala. There, they entered into an alliance 
with the military wing of the Guatemalan Communist Party, a faction 
that eventually came to dominate the insurgency. For the next several 
years the insurgent forces remained very small, probably numbering less 
than five hundred men.** They recruited approximately six thousand ac- 
tive supporters among the local peasants, but they did not develop a na- 
tional, mass-based organization.*> Most peasants had little interest in the 
conflict since they saw no reason to support one group of military offi- 
cers against another. The guerrillas’ communist program was at worst 
anathema to peasant interests and at best too abstract to motivate a na- 
tional rebellion. In particular, the insurgency failed to achieve broad sup- 
port among the indigenous Mayan Indians, who constituted the majority 
of Guatemala’s population.*© Rather, the insurgents operated according 
to the foco theory of guerrilla warfare famously advocated by Ernesto 
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“Che” Guevara. Robin Corbett describes this theory: “Denying the need 
for a mass movement or a vanguard party (and thus contradicting both 
Lenin and Mao Tse-tung), Guevara argued that a small, mobile, and hard- 
hitting band of guerrillas could act as the focus for the revolution . . . or 
foco, and go on to seize power?”*7 

The foco theory suggested that a small number of daring guerrillas 
could spark a national revolution by staging highly visible raids and ter- 
rorist attacks on government targets. These attacks would serve to rouse 
the population into action by demonstrating the power and revolution- 
ary spirit of the rebellion and by provoking an excessively repressive re- 
sponse on the part of government forces. Harsh government repression, 
in turn, would convince even more people of the need to join the revo- 
lutionaries and overthrow the regime. In its early years, therefore, the 
Guatemalan guerrillas focused on small-scale attacks and ambushes on 
police stations, military outposts, and patrols.*8 In urban areas they 
staged bombings, kidnappings, and assassinations of high-ranking off- 
cials. 

The Guatemalan regime’s response to the insurgency escalated with 
the severity of guerrilla attacks. Prior to 1965, government repression re- 
mained at relatively low levels. Indeed, guerrilla leaders remained in con- 
tact with their former friends in the army, sometimes even appearing in 
public in Guatemala City. In 1965 and 1966, however, the rebels launched 
a bold series of kidnappings, assassinations, and bombings that the 
Guatemalan government could not ignore.*? From 1966 to 1967, the gov- 
ernment waged a violent campaign to crush the rebellion. A state of siege 
was declared throughout the country. 

The primary objective of this campaign was the destruction of the 
guerrillas’ rural bases in eastern Guatemala. The army, backed by local 
militia units and government-organized death squads, killed anyone sus- 
pected of supporting the guerrillas. Entire villages were razed to the 
ground. Mutilated bodies were left in public places as a warning to oth- 
ers.°° Between five and ten thousand people may have been killed over 
the course of the campaign.>+ Since there were no more than a few hun- 
dred guerrillas active at the time, however, most of the victims were un- 
doubtedly innocent civilians. Many may actually have been government 
supporters.>2 

While the government’s counterguerrilla campaign was shockingly 
brutal, its most violent effects remained localized to a few relatively iso- 
lated areas where the guerrillas received support from the population. 
The campaign largely succeeded in stamping out the guerrilla bases in the 
countryside.*? Indeed, the guerrillas’ failure to protect their civilian sup- 
porters probably hurt their cause among the masses for years to come.># 
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In 1967, the surviving rebels were forced to shift most of their operations 
to urban areas.°> Others fled across the border to Mexico. For the next 
fifteen years various rebel groups carried out small-scale terrorist attacks 
and kidnappings. Government sponsored death squads waged a low-level 
war of counterterror against political opposition groups and anyone sus- 
pected of collaborating with the rebels. Amnesty International estimates 
that more than thirty thousand people were “abducted, tortured and as- 
sassinated” in the years between 1966 and 1981.56 


Mass-Based Guerrilla War and Counterguerrilla Mass Killing 


By 1976, disappearances and assassinations at the hands of government- 
organized death squads had become a way of life in Guatemala, especially 
in the cities. Although the repression took the lives of several hundred to 
over a thousand people each year, it never reached the level of mass killing. 
As in other Latin American countries such as Chile and Argentina, this 
level of violence proved sufficient to keep Guatemala’s relatively small, 
primarily urban-based political opposition in check. Both the nature of 
the Guatemalan insurrection and the tactics the Guatemalan military used 
to counter it, however, began to change after a massive earthquake shook 
the country in February 1976, killing more than twenty thousand people. 

The earthquake left more than one million people homeless. The gov- 
ernment did little to help the victims, mostly the rural poor. On the con- 
trary, corrupt public officials and army officers used their control over the 
distribution of international aid for their personal profit. The earthquake 
also brought thousands of international and domestic relief workers, mis- 
sionaries, and labor unionists to Guatemala. They traveled throughout 
the countryside, spreading new ideas and promoting political organiza- 
tion. 

The earthquake coincided with major changes in the economic orga- 
nization of rural life in Guatemala. A serious economic downturn in the 
early 1970s, combined with a population explosion and a decline in 
traditional forms of agriculture, produced severe poverty throughout 
the countryside. Guatemala’s large Mayan population, overrepresented 
among the rural poor, was particularly hard hit by the economic up- 
heavals.°7 

These and other social, economic, and political developments dramat- 
ically increased dissatisfaction with the Guatemalan military regime dur- 
ing the 1970s. The guerrillas, in disarray or living in exile since the 
crackdown of the late 1960s, reemerged intent on taking advantage of 
these sentiments to build a national base of support among the peasants. 
Unlike the movements of the 1960s, the second generation of guerrillas 
intended to fight a prolonged, mass-based guerrilla insurgency. More im- 
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portant, the guerrillas set out to win the support of Guatemala’s indige- 
nous population as well as ladinos.58 As Susanne Jonas notes, the insur- 
gency abandoned the failed foco strategy of the 1960s and “transformed 
itself . . . into a force with broad popular support nationally, incorporat- 
ing the indigenous population in massive numbers”? 

The rebellion spread rapidly in the late 1970s. The government ruth- 
lessly cracked down on all attempts at political organization, but the 
regime’s violent tactics simply seem to have convinced more peasants to 
join the guerrillas. Indeed, David Stoll suggests that the majority of sup- 
port for the guerrillas stemmed from the peasantry’s reaction to overly 
harsh government repression, not from revolutionary ideological im- 
pulses or social or economic discontent. The most powerful of the new 
generation of guerrilla groups, the Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP), 
swelled from just over a dozen men in 1972 to between four and six thou- 
sand regular fighters and ten thousand local irregulars by 1982.61 The 
guerrilla’s most powerful asset was its burgeoning support among the in- 
digenous population, especially those living in Guatemala’s western and 
central highlands. Between 250,000 and 500,000 native Americans are 
believed to have participated in the insurgency in one form or another — 
most providing food, clothing, shelter, and information to the guerril- 
las.©2 

This new organization constituted a formidable military force. Guer- 
rilla operations posed a serious threat to the ability of the Guatemalan 
army, itself numbering only eighteen thousand men, to maintain control 
over the country.°? In some areas, the guerrillas were carrying out attacks 
on an almost daily basis. By 1981 guerrillas virtually controlled nine of 
Guatemala’s twenty-two provinces and had a significant presence in nine 
others.©# 

The Guatemalan regime could not fail to appreciate the significance of 
the changes in the nature of the insurgency. The regime’s initial efforts to 
suppress the rebellion through a campaign of “selective repression” from 
1978 to 1980 failed.©> As Beatrice Manz notes, by 1981 “the Army sensed 
the guerrillas had tapped into a deep reservoir of popular discontent. . . . 
Unlike the 1960s, the guerrilla ‘fish’ were no longer in an isolated pond 
but rather swimming in a very large sea? 66 Indeed, the Guatemalan army 
estimated that the EGP alone had over 360,000 supporters in 1981.67 The 
victory of the Sandinista insurgency in Nicaragua in 1979 served as a pow- 
erful warning to Guatemalan leaders of what a determined guerrilla re- 
sistance could accomplish. The Guatemalan defense minister recalled that 
“this was a great threat to Guatemala. The guerrillas were well entrenched 
and intended to declare a portion of the highlands liberated territory”°® 
By the early 1980s, the Guatemalan regime under President-General 
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Romeo Lucas realized that destroying the guerrillas directly would be all 
but impossible. Rather, defeating the insurgency would require crushing 
the guerrillas’ civilian support and infrastructure. Eliminating the guer- 
rilla’s support, in turn, would require mass killing. Beginning in 1981, Lu- 
cas launched a major counterguerrilla campaign in both rural and urban 
locations. According to Michael McClintock, the army’s policy “was to 
annihilate the guerrillas’ social base across the board in the most seriously 
‘infected’ areas.”©? Perhaps thirty-five thousand people, the vast majority 
of them civilians, were killed during the campaign.”° Nevertheless, the 
army’s tactics during this period remained disorganized and largely reac- 
tive.”! Troops responded to guerrilla attacks by massacring local peasants 
and burning nearby villages, but the army had yet to formulate a system- 
atic plan for defeating the insurgency. Indeed, the guerrilla resistance con- 
tinued to grow under the Lucas regime. 

Partly in response to Lucas’s perceived inability to deal with the guer- 
rilla threat, a group of young army officers deposed him in a coup in 
March 1982. The new regime, led by General Efrain Rios Montt came to 
power determined to crush the guerrillas by whatever means necessary. 
Montt, a military professional trained in counterinsurgency warfare in the 
United States, launched an exceptionally brutal counterguerrilla cam- 
paign that he publicly vowed would “dry up the human sea in which the 
guerrilla fish swim””? As Guatemala’s deputy chief of staff General Ale- 
jandro Gramjo described the campaign, “here were the villages, here is 
the population supporting /a guerrilla from behind, and the Army at- 
tacked everyone and we continued attacking, attacking until we cornered 
them and got to the point where the [the population] was separated from 
the subversive leaders. . . . Exactly in 1982 this strategy began’? 

Jennifer Schirmer concludes that the “searing contradiction” of the 
Guatemalan army’s strategy was that in order “to accomplish this ‘sepa- 
ration, certain areas are targeted for massive killings; that is, the military 
must treat the civilians they are to ‘rescue’ as though they are combatants, 
killing and burning all living things within the ‘secured area? . . . Nor are 
killings accidental ‘abuses’ or ‘excesses’; rather, they represent a scientifi- 
cally precise, sustained orchestration of a systematic, intentional massive 
campaign of extermination.””# 

Seventy-five thousand people, nearly all civilians, were slaughtered in 
eighteen months, most in the first eight months of the campaign.”° In 
the area of highest guerrilla activity, known as the Ixil Triangle, approxi- 
mately one-third of the local population may have been killed.”° 

Despite the massive violence associated with the campaign, the 
Guatemalan army’s brutality was not primarily the result of bloodthirsty 
leaders, undisciplined troops, or racism directed against the guerrilla’s 
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indigenous supporters. Although each of these factors probably con- 
tributed to the violence, the actions of the Guatemalan military, as well 
as statements made by Guatemalan leaders, suggest that the brutality of 
the campaign is best understood as a calculated military response on the 
part of the regime to the exigencies of warfare against a mass-based guer- 
rilla insurgency. 

Guatemala’s military leaders were not interested in killing for killing’s 
sake. Indeed, at the same time that the regime massively stepped up its 
use of violence against the civilian population, it also launched a series of 
“positive” economic, social, and political projects designed to address the 
root causes of the insurgency and win the hearts and minds of the popu- 
lation. Atrocities were too widespread to reflect the uncoordinated ac- 
tions of poorly disciplined troops. Rather, as Allan Nairn argued, the war 
in Guatemala was “a bloodbath not because the Guatemalan soldiers are 
irrational but because their enemy is a large portion of their own people, 
and to defeat them they must kill them.””7 

Racism also seems unlikely to be the main cause of the bloodshed. Vi- 
olence against civilians targeted the areas of greatest guerrilla activity, not 
Indians specifically, and many Spanish-speaking ladinos were also slaugh- 
tered during the campaign.” Until the guerrillas expanded their support 
base to include Guatemala’s vast indigenous population in the late 19708, 
government terror was targeted primarily against the ladino peasants and 
political organizers suspected of sympathizing with the Left. As noted 
above, between five and ten thousand people, mostly ladino civilians, 
were killed in the counterinsurgency campaigns of 1966 and 1967. Because 
the guerrillas’ support base at this time was relatively small, however, the 
scale of the killing did not reach the levels witnessed in the early 1980s. 

Thus, as Schirmer contends, “without a structural analysis of violence 
as intrinsic to the logic of counterinsurgency, a regime that violates hu- 
man rights seems to occur simply because of uncontrollable, bloodlust- 
ing commanders or poorly disciplined peasant recruits. . . . Rather than 
being irrational and out of control, many of these Latin American mili- 


taries are precisely in control and acting in their own best interests”? 


Counterguerrilla Tactics in Guatemala 


The Guatemalan regime employed each of the four tactics of counter- 
guerrilla warfare described in the first section of this chapter. 


Counterterror 

The Guatemalan army under Rios Montt dramatically escalated the al- 
ready brutal war of counterterror that it inherited from Lucas, killing more 
people in less than fifteen months than Lucas had in almost four years.8° 
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Violence under the new regime focused even more intently on the insur- 
gents’ growing civilian support network. Indeed, Rios Montt himself 
frankly stated that “the problem of the war is not just a question of who is 
shooting. For each one who is shooting there are ten working behind 
him”81 As Rios Montt’s press secretary explained it, “The guerrillas won 
over many Indian collaborators. . . . Therefore, the Indians were subver- 
sives, right? And how do you fight subversion? Clearly, you had to kill In- 
dians because they were collaborating with subversion. And then they 
[human rights advocates] would say, ‘youre massacring innocent people? 
But they weren’t innocent. They had sold out to subversion”®? 

Beginning in 1982, therefore, the Guatemalan military developed a 
plan to apply counterterror with what it termed “scientific” precision 
specifically against those individuals and villages that army intelligence 
had determined were supporting the guerrillas. As General Gramjo 
described the strategy, “It was determined village by village if each was 
infiltrated and consciously or unconsciously involved [with the guerril- 
las]??83 Another army officer explained that the offensive was “elaborated 
down to the last detail and the enemy, which had to be eliminated, very 
carefully defined”84 Rios Montt rejected the practice of previous regimes 
of using death squads to secretly abduct and murder suspected leftists. 
On the contrary, he said he wanted to send a clear message to guerrilla 
supporters: “Whoever is against the . . . government, whoever doesn’t 
surrender, Pm going to shoot. It is preferable that it be known that 20 
people were shot, and not just that 20 bodies have appeared by the side 
of the road.”85 

Despite the widespread use of torture to extract information from cap- 
tured guerrillas, in practice such careful discrimination proved nearly im- 
possible.8° Crude methods were used to identify guerrilla supporters. 
Labor organizers, community leaders, or educated persons frequently 
were executed without provocation. Troops simply assumed that anyone 
showing fear or attempting to flee advancing army units was a guerrilla 
supporter and therefore a legitimate target.8” 

In many cases, the army did not even attempt to determine individual 
guilt, instead targeting entire villages suspected of collaborating with the 
guerrillas. Villages were categorized into one of three color-coded zones. 
Villages in red zones were to be completely destroyed and their inhabi- 
tants killed. Villages in pink zones would be attacked but not leveled. 
Those in white zones were considered friendly and left untouched. As 
Latin America Regional Reports reported in 1983, “The killing is sometimes 
selective, with community leaders, such as teachers or church activists, 
and their families being singled out. In other instances whole villages 
have been wiped out. Everything depends on the Army’s perception of 
the level of local support for the guerrillas.”88 
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The difficulty of distinguishing civilians from guerrillas, however, was 
not the primary reason for the killing of noncombatants. Civilians were 
not merely unintentional victims of the army’s counterterror operations. 
Rather, as James Morrissey observes, in many cases the “massive retalia- 
tion which followed guerrilla activities was deliberately aimed, not at the 
guerrillas, but at civilian populations anywhere near where the guerrillas 
had operated. . . . The intent was clearly not only to make the people re- 
luctant to have anything to do with the guerrillas, but to make the con- 
sequences of the guerrillas’ operations so repugnant that the guerrillas 
themselves would refrain from action rather that risk having people suffer 
such barbarism ?8? 

The Guatemalan army believed that women and children contributed to 
supporting the guerrillas, so they too became legitimate targets. As the 
Washington Post reported, “Senior Army officials stated openly that they 
would have to wipe out what they called ‘family nuclei; including children, 
whom they considered essential to the revolutionary organizations in the 
countryside??? One army lieutenant justified his involvement in the mas- 
sacre of women by arguing that “we have to finish them all off, to put an 
end to the guerrillas. The women are preparing their food. If we finish them 
off, things will soon calm down,”?! Children were killed because they were 
considered potential future recruits for the guerrillas.?? The killing of 
women and children, often carried out in an exceptionally grisly manner, 
may also have been used to demonstrate to surviving individuals and vil- 
lages the fate that awaited those who supported the guerrillas. 


Population Resettlement 


According to a secret Army General Staff document, a primary objective 
of the government’s counterinsurgency strategy was to “deny the guer- 
rillas access to the civilian population, from which it supports itself and 
within which it hides’? To help accomplish this goal, Rios Montt insti- 
tuted a major new policy of relocating civilians from areas of high guer- 
rilla activity to regions that the government could control more easily. 
Although the regime designed the resettlement policy as a less violent al- 
ternative to its military operations, implementing it ultimately involved 
extreme brutality. Villagers were far from enthusiastic about leaving their 
homes and belongings behind. The army often had to use violence to 
coerce them to relocate. Villages in areas of high guerrilla activity were 
typically burned to the ground, forcing their inhabitants to choose be- 
tween fleeing to remote mountainous regions of the country— where 
they continued to be hunted by the army — or agreeing to relocate to gov- 
ernment-controlled areas. Starvation, disease, and exposure took a great 
toll among those who chose to flee. As many as two hundred thousand 
people managed to escape across the border to refugee camps in Mexico, 
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but the army sought to block this exodus, fearing that the camps would 
serve as protected bases for guerrilla operations.?* 

The counterguerrilla campaign displaced over one million people, 
fully half of the Indian population in the guerrilla-active areas, and far 
more than could be resettled in the government’s “model villages? 9° 
Originally, the regime planned to build nearly fifty new villages capable 
of housing one hundred thousand people. This project, however, proved 
prohibitively expensive. Only half of the villages ultimately were built. 
Living conditions in the model villages were better than the meager ex- 
istence available to those hiding out in the jungles and mountains, but 
most villagers still resented the loss of freedom and disruption of their 
traditional ways of life.?° Although the government promised amnesty to 
guerrilla supporters if they agreed to settle in government-controlled ar- 
eas, many refugees were summarily executed.?” Many observers con- 
cluded that the government villages were little more than internment 
camps. As one reporter described them in 1988, “It is the firm threat of 
Army terror that makes the system work. The Army seldom needs to kill 
civilians nowadays; the Indians remember its pre-1982 massacres, and 
they know they will be killed if they fail to follow instructions or attempt 


to leave the hamlet” 98 


Scorched-Earth Warfare 


The Guatemalan army’s third and most devastating counterguerrilla tac- 
tic under Rios Montt was the extensive use of scorched-earth warfare. Rios 
Montt famously denied the existence of such a strategy in public, claim- 
ing, “We have no scorched-earth policy. We have a policy of scorched com- 
munists.”?? Nevertheless, in areas of suspected guerrilla activity, the army 
systematically torched entire villages, destroyed crops, and slaughtered 
livestock.!°° Soldiers returned to the same villages time and again to de- 
stroy any rebuilt homes or replanted crops.1°! The army intentionally 
burned vast swaths of forest in the effort to deny cover to the guerrillas. 
Insome areas the devastation was so complete that climate and rainfall pat- 
terns appear to have been permanently altered. 1°? 

The army’s scorched-earth policies served two strategic purposes. First, 
by burning villages and destroying crops and livestock, the army would 
deprive the guerrillas of the infrastructure they needed to continue fight- 
ing.1°3 Second, scorched-earth tactics supported the regime’s population 
resettlement program. By rendering large areas of the countryside unin- 
habitable, the army ensured that peasants who refused to relocate would 
face severe hardships, while those who agreed to move would have no in- 
centive to return to their homes.!°4 According to a 1982 Americas Watch 
report, this strategy represented “a deliberate policy of forcing peasants 
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to near starvation,” designed to drive villagers into government-con- 
trolled areas, the only places where food was available. 195 


Civic Action 

In addition to the brutal counterguerrilla tactics described above, the 
Guatemalan regime under Rios Montt introduced a fourth strategy de- 
signed to reduce support for the insurgency. Rather than relying on vio- 
lence and intimidation, this strategy sought to win the hearts and minds 
of the peasants with promises of security and economic development. 
These civic-action programs represented the “beans” in what Guatemalan 
officials referred to as their “guns and beans” counterinsurgency strategy. 
In many ways, Guatemalan military and political leaders considered this 
strategy even more important than the strictly military operations de- 
scribed above. Government officials claimed that only 30 percent of their 
efforts were devoted to the “guns” aspect of their strategy, with the re- 
maining 70 percent devoted to “beans:’!°° Beginning in 1982, the army 
created “civil affairs units” tasked with providing villages in government- 
controlled areas with food and clean water, medical care, improved roads, 
electrical power, and other community-oriented projects. The regime also 
implemented a number of political and social reforms. As a Guatemalan 
army officer described the strategy: “War is not only won with weapons. 
This [civic action plan] of ours means bringing life [and] revenue to a 
people, to a community. . . . There is a saying here in Guatemala: you get 
more with honey than with vinegar.”!07 

Civic-action programs served two main purposes. First, they provided 
positive incentives to draw people into government-controlled areas. The 
model villages were designed to look attractive, with electric power and 
other modern amenities. One army officer explained that the model vil- 
lages were intended to “fill [the refugees] up in the mountains looking 
down .. . with questions to put to [the guerrillas] who had told them 
that everything was abandoned after the massacres of the Army-?!08 An- 
other officer put it in simpler terms: “If you are with us, we'll feed you, 
if not, we'll kill you??? 

Civic-action programs served a second, deeper purpose as well. They 
were designed to address what the army perceived to be the root causes of 
the insurgency and to move from simply separating the population from 
the guerrillas to enlisting them actively in defeating the insurgency. This 
strategy marked a major shift from the practices of the previous regimes. 
The 1982 civic-action plan concluded that the causes of subversion were 
“based on social injustice, political rivalry, unequal development, and the 
dramas of hunger, unemployment, and poverty; but it can be controlled 
if we attempt to solve the most pressing human problems.”!1° 
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In addition to development programs, the Guatemalan army created 
a system of “civil defense patrols” in which the local population was re- 
quired to assist the army in the war against the guerrillas. By mid-1983 
Rios Montt claimed that over three hundred thousand people had been 
“recruited” into the patrols.!1! Five thousand Mayan Indians were also 
enlisted in the regular army. The patrols served several purposes. They fa- 
cilitated closer cooperation between the population and the army. They 
forced the population to participate in its own defense. Perhaps most im- 
portant, the army hoped the civil defense patrols would help bridge the 
cultural and social gap between Guatemala’s indigenous people and the 
dominant Spanish-speaking population who controlled the government 
and the army. 

The Guatemalan regime’s civic-action and development programs ul- 
timately proved far less appealing in practice then they did in theory.!!? 
As noted above, conditions in the model villages were far from idyllic. Al- 
though the villages had electricity and clean water, villagers often lacked 
sufficient land to provide subsistence for their families. Many became de- 
pendent on government aid. Although some indigenous people were suc- 
cessfully integrated into the war against the guerrillas, most appear to 
have participated in the patrols only under pressure from the army. 

Despite these serious problems, Guatemala’s civic-action programs ap- 
pear to have been a genuine attempt by the regime to defeat the insur- 
gency through methods other than violence. To be sure, these programs 
were not motivated by the altruistic desire to “elevate the population,” as 
government propaganda portrayed it. Nevertheless, government docu- 
ments and statements of high-ranking Guatemalan officials strongly sug- 
gest that the regime seriously intended civic-action programs to address 
poverty and inequality — the factors it perceived to be the root causes of 
the insurgency.'!? Lack of resources, rather than lack of commitment, 
was probably the most important reason for the deficiencies of civic-ac- 
tion in Guatemala. 


Assessing the Effectiveness of Guatemala’s Counterguerrilla Strategy 


Most observers agree that the Guatemalan army’s strategy after 1982 was 
remarkably effective at suppressing the insurgency.!!+ The bloody coun- 
terguerrilla campaign succeeded in military terms, isolating the guerrillas 
almost completely from their base of support in the population. The gov- 
ernment reestablished authority in most parts of the country. Guerrilla 
operations were reduced to sporadic hit and run attacks. The immediate 
threat of a guerrilla victory was squelched. Active guerrilla membership 
fell from 6,000 or more in 1982 to between 1,000 and 1,200 by 1988, with 
the majority of these having been pushed into the most remote regions 
of Guatemala or across the border into Mexico. 115 
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The violent counterinsurgency campaign may have been successful in 
the short term, but its effectiveness in the longer term is more difficult to 
assess. The guerrillas, while severely weakened, were not completely de- 
feated. By the early 1990s, they were showing signs of resurgence. The 
army’s brutal tactics and suppression of political liberties had turned 
much of the Guatemalan population against the government and the mil- 
itary, including many who never supported the insurgents. Government 
repression continued into the 1990s, albeit at much lower levels than in 
the period from 1979 to 1983. Increasing international pressures for hu- 
man rights and democracy were brought to bear on the regime. As Rachel 
McCleary notes: “Even though the military had won the war tactically, it 
had no clear criteria for ending state violence.”!16 

Rios Montt was overthrown in a coup in 1983, and subsequent mili- 
tary regimes gradually accepted the need to yield political control to civil- 
ians. Elections were held in 1985, although only rightist and centrist 
parties were allowed to participate, and the first fully civilian government 
took office in January 1986. Initially, civilian control was largely a for- 
mality designed to appease international and domestic critics. The mili- 
tary continued to control its own operations and exerted substantial 
influence over many political issues from behind the scenes. Over the next 
decade, however, civilian control was consolidated. Despite resistance 
from some right wing politicians and army officers, including several 
coup attempts, military and civilian elites eventually seem to have ac- 
cepted that continued violence could not end the fighting and would only 
exacerbate Guatemala’s political and economic problems.!!7 In 1994 the 
government agreed to allow refugees of the war to return to their 
homes — or what remained of them. In 1996 Guatemala signed a com- 
prehensive peace accord with the guerrillas that abolished the civil patrol 
system and obliged the military to reduce its forces and orient itself for 
national defense rather than domestic operations. 

Three decades of civil war in Guatemala were at an end. The terrible 
violence of these years concluded, not with an unconditional victory for 
the Guatemalan military but with their negotiated acquiescence to civil- 
ian authority and a government that included the participation of some 
of their former guerrilla opponents. 


AFGHANISTAN 


When Soviet leaders entered the war in Afghanistan in 1979, they neither 
desired nor expected to fight a bloody campaign against the country’s 
civilian population. They hoped that the war would be quick and inex- 
pensive, and that the main burden of the fighting would be born by their 
Afghan allies. Soviet leaders understood that the incumbent Afghan com- 
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munist regime was unpopular with the Afghan population, but they be- 
lieved that with some minor reforms, support for the resistance would 
dry up. Reforms, however, failed to produce the desired results, and the 
Afghan armed forces soon proved themselves completely unreliable. As 
the Soviets were drawn deeper into the military confrontation with the 
guerrilla resistance, Soviet commanders realized that their conventional 
military tactics were an inadequate response to the style of combat they 
faced in Afghanistan. In an effort to defeat the guerrillas while keeping 
their own costs — in both lives and Rubbles — to a minimum, the Soviets 
increasingly resorted to violent attacks against the civilian population. By 
1988, when the Soviets decided to withdraw, between 1 and 1.5 million 
people, the great majority of them civilians, had died and nearly one-third 
of Afghanistan’s population had fled the country. +18 

The assault on the civilian population was not primarily the result of 
frustrated or undisciplined Soviet troops or of racist Russian attitudes to- 
ward the Afghan people, as some authors have suggested.1!? These fac- 
tors undoubtedly played a role in increasing the bloodshed, but three 
kinds of evidence suggest that they were the not most important reasons 
for the widespread violence against civilians. First, contemporary Soviet 
sources indicate a systematic policy of killing civilians. Second, such 
killings were too common and too methodical to have been primarily the 
result of unruly troops. Finally, the fact that the killing of civilians was 
concentrated in areas of high guerrilla activity, while other areas of 
Afghanistan were left untouched or even supplied with aid, strongly sug- 
gests that racist or nationalist attitudes were not the driving forces behind 
the killing. In fact, in the early stages of the war the Soviets attempted to 
decrease racial tensions with the population by drawing disproportion- 
ately on Soviet forces from the central Asian republics for duty in 
Afghanistan. A report of the Soviet General Staffindicated that the “High 
Command felt that Soviet Soldiers from these nationalities would be bet- 
ter accepted by their ethnically linked peoples of Afghanistan” 120 

The Soviet Union’s choice of tactics in Afghanistan was motivated 
above all else by the tactics of their adversaries. As David Isby concluded 
in 1983, “It is the nature of the Afghan resistance that has resulted in some 
of the Soviet decisions about how to conduct operations and tactics. The 
Afghans are a nation in arms against the Soviets, but with no centralised 
command. The Soviets must therefore make war not just against the 


forces in the field but against the people as a whole?”!?1 


Background to the Soviet Invasion 


In April 1978, the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), an 
armed communist movement with only a few thousand members, seized 
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control of Afghanistan, a country of between 15.5 and 17 million people, 
in a coup @’état.!?? The PDPA immediately launched a wave of violent 
repression, killing approximately 10,000 people linked to the former 
regime, including the president and seventeen members of his family, and 
imprisoning between 14,000 and 20,000 more.!?% The PDPA then es- 
tablished a variety of programs designed to rapidly socialize the Afghan 
society and economy. Many of these initiatives violated deeply held 
religious beliefs and cultural traditions of the great majority of the 
Afghans. 124 

Popular opposition to the regime spread quickly and soon took the 
form of a guerrilla insurgency waged by fighters calling themselves the 
Mujahideen (fighters for the faith). Opposition was particularly strong 
in highly conservative rural regions, where the regime’s extremely un- 
popular agricultural policies affected large numbers of people.!?5 Major 
uprisings erupted throughout the country. Large numbers of Afghan sol- 
diers — perhaps more than ṣo percent of the army by the end of 1979 — 
defected and joined the rebels. Factional fighting plagued the PDPA. By 
the spring of 1979, the survival of the Afghan regime appeared to be in 
jeopardy. 

Leaders in the Soviet Union viewed the developments occurring just 
across its southern border with deep anxiety.1*° The Soviets had sup- 
ported the PDPA regime from the start, but by the fall of 1979 they had 
completely lost faith in its new leader, Hafizullah Amin, who had as- 
sumed control of the party in a second coup in September of that year. 
The Soviets began to fear that the Afghan regime had been infiltrated by 
the CIA and soon might be replaced by a government hostile to the 
Soviet Union. Soviet leaders worried about the loss of international 
credibility they would suffer if a new communist regime so close to the 
Soviet Union were unseated by popular insurrection. They believed they 
had a commitment to support the fledgling communist movement in 
Afghanistan by whatever means necessary. 

In early 1979 the Kremlin decided to send thousands of Soviet military 
advisors along with a large shipment of military equipment to Afghani- 
stan in an effort to prop up the regime. Soviet pilots began flying bombing 
missions in support of Afghan ground forces. Despite this assistance, 
most members of the Politburo, including Premier Leonid Brezhnev, ini- 
tially opposed sending Soviet ground troops into battle in Afghani- 
stan. 127 By the end of 1979, however, growing popular resistance and 
Soviet distrust of Amin appear to have convinced Soviet leaders that di- 
rect military intervention was necessary to prevent the collapse of the 
Afghan regime. On December 25 the USSR invaded Afghanistan. Soviet 
forces helped to depose Amin and install Babrak Karmal, whose first offi- 
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cial act was to request immediate Soviet “military assistance” for Af- 
ghanistan. 

Soviet leaders hoped that Karmal, who vowed to repeal many of the 
more radical and violent policies of the previous two years, would secure 
greater support from the Afghan people. The result was precisely the op- 
posite.128 Most Afghans perceived the new regime as the puppet of a 
godless and anti-Islamic foreign power. Popular resistance multiplied. 
Many Afghans who had remained indifferent or had even supported the 
PDPA joined the opposition. Whole brigades defected from the Afghan 
army to the Mujahideen. Karmal was virtually impotent to suppress the 
massive insurgency. The rebels controlled much of the countryside and 
even some larger cities. Soviet military leaders realized that without a ma- 
jor intervention the Kabul regime would likely crumble. 


The Soviet Union and the War against the Mujahideen 

It appears that the Soviet Union did not originally plan to fight a coun- 
terinsurgency war in Afghanistan at all.!*? From 1980 until mid-1981, So- 
viet counterguerrilla operations remained tentative. The Soviets hoped to 
wage a short, low-cost war. Indeed, early Soviet plans called for with- 
drawing most military forces after only six months. 13° The Soviet army 
pursued a largely conventional strategy focused on securing major air- 
fields, government centers, and roads. 131 The Soviets sought to leave di- 
rect confrontation with the rebels to the Afghan army. The strategy was 
poorly suited to the nature of the war in Afghanistan. 13? Since the Afghan 
army was too incompetent to mount serious operations of any kind dur- 
ing this period, the plan effectively gave the Mujahideen a free hand in 
many areas of countryside. 

Relatively little direct evidence pertaining to the thinking of Soviet 
military leaders has been made public, even since the end of the cold 
war. 133 Nevertheless, numerous reports describing Soviet tactics and mil- 
itary operations are available. On the basis of these reports, most analysts 
surmise that sometime during the second half of 1980, Soviet military 
leaders recognized the deficiencies of their initial strategy and organiza- 
tion and began to adapt their forces and operations in response to their 
experiences. 134 In addition to technical and organizational innovations 
such as the greater use of air power and smaller, more independent fight- 
ing units, the new Soviet strategy also included increasingly violent at- 
tacks on the Afghan civilian population. By 1984, these so-called “special 
operations” had become the central focus of Soviet strategy. Soviet tac- 
tics took on the familiar pattern of counterguerrilla operations described 
in the introduction to this chapter. 

The new Soviet strategy appeared to be based on the understanding 
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that the Mujahideen depended on the support of the local population for 
food, shelter, and information. A Soviet General Staff report described 
the rebels’ tactics: “When in danger [the] Mujahideen would melt into 
the local population where it was practically impossible to identify 
them. . . . Their main advantage was the active support of the local pop- 
ulace””!35 Hassan Kakar argues that the difficulty in fighting these forces 
directly led the Soviets to conclude that the “Mujahideen had to be de- 
tached from the people. As guerrilla fighters, they could not be a viable 
force without the support of local populations. Hence, the Soviets felt it 
necessary to suppress defenseless civilians by killing them indiscrimi- 
nately, by compelling them to flee abroad, and by destroying their crops 
and means of irrigation, the basis of their livelihood” 13° 

The Soviet strategy also seems to have been influenced by the desire of 
Soviet leaders to keep the costs of the war as low as possible. +37 The size 
of the Soviet contingent stationed in Afghanistan was relatively modest, 
reaching a peak of 115,000 troops in 1986.138 By comparison, at the peak 
of its involvement in the Vietnam War, the United States stationed over 
540,000 troops in South Vietnam, a country roughly one-fifth as large as 
Afghanistan. Soviet forces never sought to occupy or permanently con- 
trol most areas of Afghanistan. As Alex Alexiev concluded in 1985, this 
strategy was “very likely due to the realization that such a military solu- 
tion [a decisive defeat of the Mujahideen] is not obtainable short of a dra- 
matic intensification of the Soviet effort entailing massive and perhaps 
intolerable personnel loss and economic and political costs.””!3? Soviet 
forces also relied extensively on the use of air power in an effort to avoid 
the high casualties associated with ground operations in counterinsur- 
gency warfare. The Soviet leadership’s desire to limit the economic im- 
pact of the war also meant that costly but potentially less violent tactics 
such as population resettlement and civic action would play a relatively 
smaller role in Soviet strategy than in Guatemala. 140 


Soviet Counterguerrilla Tactics in Afghanistan 


Counterterror 


Soviet troops and pro-Soviet Afghan forces frequently employed coun- 
terterror tactics against civilians suspected of supporting guerrillas. As 
Jeri Laber and Barnett Rubin have documented, “The strategy of the So- 
viets and the Afghan government has been to spread terror in the coun- 
tryside so that villagers will either be afraid to assist the resistance fighters 
who depend on them for food and shelter or be forced to leave””*1 Ex- 
ecutions often were carried out with extreme savagery and in full public 
view, presumably to further intimidate the population. Since the Soviets 
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generally lacked the information necessary to identify guerrilla support- 
ers on an individual basis, they often slaughtered entire villages, includ- 
ing women and children. Two defectors from the Soviet army claimed 
that these atrocities were not merely the actions of out-of-control troops. 
Ina typical operation, rather, “an officer decides to have a village searched 
to see if there are any rebels in it. . . . What usually happens is we found 
a cartridge or a bullet. The officers said: “This is a bandit village; it 
must be destroyed? . . . The men and young men are usually shot right 
where they are. And the women, what they do is try to kill them with 
grenades.”!4? 

The frequent use of air power in reprisal attacks on Afghan villages ex- 
acerbated the toll of Soviet counterterror operations. According to one 
estimate, aerial bombardment was the most common cause of civilian ca- 
sualties during the war, accounting for 46 percent of all deaths and in- 
juries. 143 Although the evidence remains inconclusive, numerous sources 
reported that the Soviets used chemical weapons in some aerial at- 
tacks. 144 A certain number of deaths resulting from aerial bombardment 
were undoubtedly the unintentional “collateral damage” of inaccurate 
Soviet weapons — especially high-altitude bombers. There is strong evi- 
dence, however, that bombardment was also employed intentionally to 
punish entire villages suspected of aiding the guerrillas.145 Indeed, com- 
paratively slow and low-flying helicopter gun ships probably carried out 
the majority of aerial attacks. As Rubin concludes, “Bombing conveyed 
to a village and its neighbors as collectives the message that supporting the 
resistance had a cost.”!46 

Alexander Rutskoi, a Soviet fighter pilot in Afghanistan who would 
later become the vice president of Russia under Boris Yeltsin, reportedly 
acknowledged the use of these tactics. Viktor Ivanenko, the head of the 
KGB, told a reporter that during a conversation with Rutskoi regarding 
the Russian war in Chechnya in 1995, Rutskoi suggested that Russia 
should use the same approach he had employed in Afghanistan: “A kish- 
lak [village] fires at us and kills someone. I send a couple of planes and 
there is nothing left of the kishlak. After Pve burned a couple of kishlaks 
they stop shooting? 147 

While Soviet military operations focused on the countryside, the 
Afghan secret service (the KHAD) waged its own war of counterterror 
in the cities. Suspected political opponents of the regime were subjected 
to arbitrary arrest, torture, and execution.!*8 After the Russian with- 
drawal a former representative of the KHAD estimated that 150,000 
people had been arrested during the Soviet occupation.!#? Although ex- 
ecutions appear to have decreased after Amin’s ouster, and most were 
conducted with at least some legal process, one former Afghan judicial 
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official stated that over eight thousand people were put to death from 
1980 to 1988.150 


Population Resettlement or Depopulation? 


The pattern of Soviet military operations strongly suggests that population 
relocation was a significant part of Soviet counterinsurgency strategy in 
Afghanistan. Although direct evidence of Soviet intentions is limited, most 
analysts and observers of the war have concluded that the Soviets adopted 
an intentional policy of attacking villages in areas of high guerrilla activity 
in the effort to force the population into flight.151 Free-fire zones were es- 
tablished in depopulated areas, permitting Soviet troops to shoot anything 
that moved.!5? In addition to killing tens of thousands in attacks on vil- 
lages, this policy eventually produced one of the most massive refugee 
movements in modern history. Approximately 5 million people out of a to- 
tal prewar population of between 15.5 and 17 million had fled the country 
by the early 1990s, the great majority across the border to Pakistan. Two 
million more were displaced within Afghanistan.15? Many refugees died 
during the difficult journey over mountain passes to Pakistan. 154 

The exodus was most significant in areas of intense guerrilla activity. 
Claude Malhuret, the executive director of the Paris-based human rights 
group Doctors without Borders, estimated in 1983 that the Soviets al- 
ready had killed or expelled nearly half of the population in areas con- 
trolled by the Mujahideen.!55 According to Edgar O’Ballance, “The 
Soviets were reversing conditions conducive to the operation of Mao Tse- 
tung’s theory of guerrilla warfare, based on the ‘guerrilla fish’ swimming 
and hiding in the ‘sea of the people? The Soviets were draining away the 
‘sea’ by removing the inhabitants, and so making it harder for the Mu- 
jahideen . . . to operate, as they were being deprived of shelter, food and 
information.”45° A postwar study commissioned by the U.S. Marine 
Corps concluded that the massive flight of the Mujahideen’s rural sup- 
port base ultimately forced the guerrillas to develop their own fixed lo- 
gistic bases in many areas.!57 

During the first several years of the war, the Soviets made virtually no 
effort to direct the flow of refugees. Although so-called “displaced per- 
sons camps” were established outside major cities, the Soviets did not 
seem to have an organized plan for relocating refugees within Afghani- 
stan. For this reason, analysts of the war often refer to the Soviet strategy 
in Afghanistan as “depopulation” rather than resettlement. 158 Some ob- 
servers suggested that the Soviets hoped to encourage refugee flows 
across the border to the massive camps in Pakistan, where the burden of 
their care would fall on others. This seems unlikely, however, since the 
Soviets knew that the camps in Pakistan served as bases for the guerrillas 
and were a major source of Mujahideen recruits. Indeed, the Soviets of- 
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ten attacked or turned back refugee columns heading for the border.!5? 
It seems more likely, therefore, that the Soviets — lacking the resources 
necessary to provide for domestic relocation programs or to seal off the 
long border with Pakistan — simply hoped that refugees would relocate 
to government-controlled areas within Afghanistan, especially in and 
around the major cities. 

As the war dragged on, at least some efforts were made to provide for 
the relocation of displaced populations. In 1986, for example, the Afghan 
government launched a project to deport over three hundred thousand 
people from several eastern provinces under control of the Mujahideen 
to Afghanistan’s barren Western deserts. As O’Ballance notes, “The os- 
tensible reason was to take people from overcrowded areas to develop the 
economy in south-western parts of the country by bringing virgin land 
under cultivation. The real reason was to drain off people from some of 
the Mujahideen ‘liberated zones? ”!©° 


Scorched-Earth Warfare 


Scorched-earth tactics also played a significant role in Soviet counter- 
guerrilla strategy.1°! In regions of high guerrilla activity, Soviet forces 
systematically burned crops and dwellings, reducing vast swaths of terri- 
tory to wasteland. Soviet aircraft employed incendiary weapons, includ- 
ing napalm and phosphorous cluster munitions, to burn crops from the 
air. Entire herds of livestock were slaughtered or confiscated. Irrigation 
systems were intentionally destroyed, rendering agriculture in Afghani- 
stan’s arid climate all but impossible. Some reports suggest that Soviet 
forces deliberately poisoned village grain stores and water supplies. 
Houses and agricultural fields were heavily mined. By 1984 these tactics 
and the ensuing exodus of the rural population resulted in a 75 to 80 per- 
cent decline in agricultural production compared to pre-1979 levels. 162 

Direct evidence of Soviet intentions is once more lacking, but analysts 
and scholars have suggested three possible functions of scorched-earth 
tactics in Soviet-Afghan counterguerrilla strategy. First, these tactics may 
simply have been another way of punishing villages suspected of sup- 
porting the Mujahideen. Second, scorched-earth warfare, particularly the 
use of mines, supported the policy of depopulation by rendering certain 
areas of the country permanently uninhabitable, thereby discouraging 
refugees from returning to their homes.!°? Finally, these tactics seem to 
have been intended to destroy the infrastructure upon which guerrilla 
forces relied for food and shelter. 164 


Civic Action 


The counterinsurgency strategy of the Soviet Union and the Afghan com- 
munist regime did not rely exclusively on violence. It also utilized posi- 
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tive inducements in the effort to gain the support or at least neutrality of 
the population, and to address the root causes of the rebellion. Winning 
the hearts and minds of the Afghan population was never the primary ob- 
jective of Soviet-Afghan counterinsurgency strategy, but such policies did 
constitute an increasingly important complement to strictly military op- 
erations in the later years of the conflict. 

Soviet-Afghan policies in the early stages of the conflict aimed less at 
providing new benefits to the population than at reversing the unpopu- 
lar policies of 1978—79 that had provoked the rebellion in the first place. 
For example, the government repealed or ceased to enforce many of its 
antireligious laws. The Kabul regime also rebuilt damaged mosques and 
constructed over a hundred new ones. 16> 

Land reform had been one of the communist regime’s most detested 
policies, generating powerful enemies among the religious and village 
leaders whose land was confiscated and garnering little support even from 
those who received land.1©° In 1981 the Karmal regime, under pressure 
from the Soviets, substantially revised the land reform program in an 
effort to regain popular support in the countryside. The government re- 
turned confiscated land or paid compensation to key groups including re- 
ligious and village leaders, officers in the Afghan military, and farmers 
who agreed to sell their harvest to the state. These groups were also ex- 
empted from the acreage ceilings imposed by the land reform. The redis- 
tribution of land gave priority to peasants with sons in the Afghan 
military. The government granted beneficial treatment to peasants who 
grew cash crops rather than food crops that could be used to feed the Mu- 
jahideen. As Rubin argues, these changes “effectively transformed land 
reform into a counterinsurgency measure. Ownership of land became a 
privilege that the state would protect in return for allegiance:”!©7 

When these efforts failed to win back a significant portion of the 
population, more direct inducements were employed. Money and even 
weapons were offered to village leaders who supported the regime. 18 
Political reforms were instituted, allowing for greater representation at 
the local level. Government jobs and economic development projects 
were awarded in an effort to win the support of key villages or ethnic 
groups. The Afghan government also implemented a program designed 
to lure refugees back from Pakistan with the promise of land and mone- 
tary rewards. 

The Soviets and the Afghan regime, however, continued to combine 
these positive measures with more violent counterinsurgency operations 
designed to bring increasing pressure on the rural population to cease 
their support for the guerrillas. As Anthony Cordesman and Abraham 
Wagner describe the strategy, Soviet and Afghan forces utilized a “mix of 
carefully targeted attacks, bribes, and other activities designed to win po- 
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litical control rather than defeat the Mujahideen in battle. The mix of 
ruthless ‘carrot and stick tactics was more successful than the largely mil- 
itary tactics the USSR had used earlier, but it still could not win control 
of the countryside.”!©? 
Assessing the Effectiveness of the Soviet-Afghan Counterguerrilla Strategy 
As in Guatemala, the overall success of the Soviet’s counterinsurgency 
strategy is difficult to assess. Although the Soviet Union agreed to with- 
draw its forces from Afghanistan in 1988, many analysts do not attribute 
the withdrawal primarily to a Soviet military defeat. Despite the fact that 
the Soviets never devoted their full resources to the war, they prevailed in 
almost every military confrontation with the Mujahideen. The provision 
of Stinger antiaircraft missiles by the United States to the Mujahideen 
made Soviet air operations more difficult, but contrary to popular belief, 
the missiles do not appear to have been a decisive factor in ending the 
war.!7° The Soviet Union probably could have continued to shoulder the 
economic burden of the war for at least several more years.171 As late as 
1986, Mark Urban suggested that “in purely military terms the Soviets 
and their Afghan allies are winning.”!72 

While the Soviets may not have lost the war, neither were they able to 
win it. The Soviet Union paid a high price in human life for the war, los- 
ing between fifteen thousand and twenty-six thousand soldiers during the 
course of the conflict. 173 They were never able to completely seal off the 
border with Pakistan from which the Mujahideen received supplies and 
recruits. Perhaps more important, Soviet-Afghan operations were unable 
to destroy completely the guerrillas’ civilian support network within 
Afghanistan. Thus, Cordesman and Wagner's analysis of the war con- 
cludes: 


The Soviets repeated many aspects of the American experience in [ Viet- 
nam]. They were able to win most military encounters, but they were not 
able to occupy the countryside, and they faced an insuperable military 
problem: they could not defeat an aroused people and were committed 
to backing a government that lacked popular support. . . . Nothing short 
of the destruction of the people could allow Soviet forces to defeat the 
enemy in the countryside and outside major urban areas and strong 
points. Nothing short of a truly massive Soviet military presence five to 
six times the forces the USSR deployed could have allowed them to oc- 
cupy the territory they gained temporary control of through tactical vic- 


tories.!74 


It appears that some Soviet leaders understood these fundamental is- 
sues, perhaps as early as 1983.175 In 1986, Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev, 
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chief of the General Staff of the Soviet Armed Forces, told the Politburo 
that it was time to recognize that “we have lost the struggle for the Afghan 
people. A minority of the people supports the government? 176 For some 
time after Soviet leaders had grasped the futility of the situation in 
Afghanistan, however, they continued to deem withdrawal politically im- 
possible. Most assumed that such a retreat would seriously undermine 
Soviet credibility with the West. Only after Gorbachev and other “new 
thinkers” — who believed in the necessity of reducing the USSR’s foreign 
commitments and favored greater security cooperation with the West — 
had secured control of the Soviet regime did withdrawal from Afghani- 
stan become a reality. As Diego Cordovez (the principal UN negotiator 
of the 1988 Geneva Accords, which provided for the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan) and Selig S. Harrison conclude: 


Despite the widespread stereotype of a Soviet military defeat, Soviet mil- 
itary forces were securely entrenched in Afghanistan when the Geneva 
Accords were finally signed on April 14, 1988. The Red Army did not 
withdraw in the wake of a Waterloo. . . . Confronted by a military and 
political stalemate, Gorbachev decided to disengage because the accords 
offered a pragmatic way to escape from the growing costs of deadlock 
and to open the way for improved relations with the West. 177 


LESS VIOLENT COUNTERGUERRILLA WARFARE 


Perhaps because guerrilla warfare can be such a powerful weapon, it has 
also been one of the most common forms of combat in the twentieth 
century. As a result, counterguerrilla mass killing also has been all too 
common. Nevertheless, most guerrilla wars have not resulted in mass 
killing.!78 Few counterguerrilla wars have been prosecuted without any 
violence against civilian populations, but many regimes have waged 
counterguerrilla warfare without the kind of large-scale, systematic 
killing of civilians that occurred in Guatemala and Afghanistan. 

My research identifies two main factors that appear to influence gov- 
ernment incentives to target civilians during counterguerrilla warfare. 
These factors do not exhaust the variables that can affect the likelihood of 
mass killing during guerrilla wars, but they do appear to be the most pow- 
erful determinants of this kind of violence. 


The Guerrilla-Civilian Relationship 

The most significant factor that can influence the likelihood of mass 
killing in counterguerrilla warfare is the way that leaders confronting a 
guerrilla adversary perceive the relationship between the guerrillas and 
the civilian population. As I have tried to demonstrate, mass killing in 
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counterguerrilla warfare is usually the result of a military strategy that 
seeks to destroy or deny guerrillas access to their civilian support net- 
work. The greater the number of supporters and the more extensive the 
assistance that leaders believe the guerrillas are receiving from the civilian 
population, therefore, the greater will be the incentives to target this pop- 
ulation. 

Not all guerrilla forces, however, depend so heavily upon the local 
civilian population for support. Whether out of necessity or for strategic 
reasons, some guerrilla forces have rejected Mao’s strategy of “people’s 
war” and attempted to wage an insurgency with relatively little support 
from the local population. These kinds of forces, which often bear a 
greater resemblance to what are commonly thought of as terrorist orga- 
nizations, may receive the majority of their support from foreign powers 
or they may simply choose to carry out low-level operations without the 
need for extensive civilian participation. Whatever the reason, if leaders 
believe that their adversaries are not receiving substantial support from 
local civilian populations, they have little incentive to target large num- 
bers of civilians in counterguerrilla operations. This conclusion is sup- 
ported by Timothy Wickham-Crowley’s comparative study of guerrilla 
conflicts in Latin America from 1956 to 1976, which found that “the 
deeper and more thorough the overlap between the guerrilla combatants 
and the civilian population, the more likely that the government would 
engage in terror against the civilian population?”!7? 

The importance of the relationship between the guerrillas and the civil- 
ian population is powerfully illustrated by the way regimes confronting 
guerrilla opponents react to changes in this relationship. As described 
above, for the first fifteen years of the Guatemalan civil war, the insur- 
gency lacked broad-based civilian support, adhering instead to the foco 
theory of guerrilla warfare. As a result, government repression during this 
period, while extensive, focused primarily on the regime’s urban political 
opponents and never reached the level of mass killing. Only after the guer- 
rillas adopted a rural, mass-based strategy in the late 1970s did the 
Guatemalan military respond with a systematic violence against the civil- 
ian population. 18° 

Attacks on civilians during the civil war in El Salvador in the 1980s 
reflect a similar logic. During the first half of the decade, Salvadoran 
guerrillas relied heavily on civilian support. The Salvadoran military re- 
sponded with brutal tactics designed to destroy the guerrillas’ civilian 
support system.18! Perhaps fifty thousand people were killed between 
1980 and 1983.18? As a report by the human rights group Americas Watch 
documents, however, by the mid-1980s government attacks on civilians 
grew less frequent. The shift away from overt attacks on civilians was due 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


COUNTERGUERRILLA MASS KILLINGS 


in part to diplomatic pressure from the United States, El Savador’s most 
important benefactor, but Americas Watch concluded that “the largest 
factor in their discontinuation was a shift in strategy by the guerrillas. . . . 
Their new strategy involved a greater reliance on the dispersal of their 
forces throughout the country. . . . They continued to obtain food from 
civilians in the areas in which they operated. . . . Yet for the armed forces 
to bomb and strafe these civilians would have been counterproductive, 
because many were not supporters of the guerrillas? 183 

Support for guerrilla forces is sometimes limited to small or isolated 
segments of the civilian population. In Europe and the United States, for 
example, a number of small urban guerrilla/terrorist groups such as the 
Red Brigade, Direct Action, and the Weather Underground emerged in 
the late 1960s. Yet, as Richard Rubenstein argues, no “dirty war” was 
launched against these groups because “no European or North American 
government has felt compelled to choose between unleashing a full-scale 
counterterrorism campaign and submitting to radical destabilization.” 
The fact that no such campaign was instigated, Rubenstein claims, “is at- 
tributable not so much to liberal restraint as to . . . [the terrorists’] own 
inability to spread rebellion far beyond a narrow circle of alienated intel- 
lectuals and oppressed workers. As a result of political weakness, terror- 
ists could be singled out for very harsh treatment . . . without rending the 
entire fabric of legality” 184 Lack of popular support for insurgent groups 
may also help explain the absence of mass killing in counterguerrilla wars 
in Peru and Bolivia in the 1960s. 185 

The British defeat of the 1948—58 communist insurgency in Malaya 
(now known as Malaysia) is often touted as an illustrative example of a 
successful yet generally humane counterguerrilla campaign. The British 
ability to defeat the insurgency, however, was greatly assisted by the fail- 
ure of the guerrillas, known as the Malayan Races Liberation Army 
(MRLA), to win the support of the largest segments of the Malayan pop- 
ulation. Despite their name, the guerrillas drew their support almost en- 
tirely from a group of approximately one million Chinese squatters who 
had fled the cities during the Japanese occupation of 1939-45 and had 
been eking out a living on the fringes of the Malayan jungle.18° Ethnic 
Malays, who constituted the majority of the population, overwhelmingly 
opposed the insurgency, which they feared would lead to Chinese dom- 
ination and whose communist ideology they rejected. Even among the 
squatters, support for the guerrillas was surprisingly thin.18” The guer- 
rillas often had to resort to terror and intimidation to gain their cooper- 
ation, or even neutrality.18° The squatters’ impoverished condition and 
loose attachment to the land also greatly facilitated Britain’s population 
resettlement strategy, as the “New Villages” constructed for the squatters 
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actually represented an improvement in their standard of living.18? De- 
prived of support, the insurgency dwindled to a few hundred men by 
1960. 

Guerrilla forces sometimes receive their support primarily from for- 
eign powers rather than domestic civilian populations. The Contra guer- 
rillas of Nicaragua, for example, received the great majority of their 
support from the United States and were based principally in camps 
across the border in Honduras. Largely dependent on external support, 
the Contras seldom operated for long periods deep in Nicaraguan terri- 
tory. The Sandinista regime could not launch major attacks against the 
bases in Honduras without risking direct American intervention.!?° 
While many Nicaraguans came to oppose the Sandinistas, only a limited 
number supported the Contras, who engaged in frequent atrocities 
against civilians and who continued to be associated with the highly un- 
popular Somoza regime.!?! For the most part, therefore, the Sandinistas 
had little incentive to target Nicaraguan civilians in counterinsurgency 
operations. The main exception to this general pattern occurred along 
Nicaragua’s northern border and Atlantic coastal region, where the Con- 
tras did enjoy significant support from dissatisfied indigenous groups. 
The Sandinista regime sought to pacify these regions with a campaign of 
forced population resettlement combined with at least limited use of 
scorched-earth warfare and free-fire zones.!92 While several hundred 
people may have died as a result of these operations, the relatively small 
number of relocated individuals (approximately 30,000 over the course 
of the war) meant that the violence remained at comparatively low lev- 
els.193 

A similar situation developed in Rhodesia (now known as Zimbabwe) 
where guerrilla forces operated primarily out of bases in neighboring 
Zambia and Mozambique. What support the guerrillas received from the 
civilian population inside Rhodesia they appear to have obtained largely 
through coercion. 194 Because of this, even the racist Rhodesian regime 
had little reason to target civilians in large numbers. Between six and 
twelve thousand civilians may have been killed from 1972 to 1979, but the 
guerrillas themselves seem to have been responsible for much of this vi- 
olence. 

Less violent counterguerrilla strategies may also succeed when popu- 
lar support for guerrillas is broad but not deep. Such appears to have been 
the case in the successful suppression of the so-called Huk rebellion in the 
Philippines from 1947 to 1953. During the first three years of the rebel- 
lion, the communist Huks dominated the countryside of the Philippine 
island of Luzon. Perhaps two million people lived in Huk-controlled ar- 
eas, and many willingly paid taxes to the rebels or provided them with 
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food, shelter, or information.!> Early efforts by the U.S.-backed Philip- 
pine army to crush the insurgency involved repeated attacks on civilians 
that ultimately drove even more people into the hands of the guerrillas. 
In 1950, however, the new Philippine secretary of defense, Ramon Mag- 
saysay, introduced a new, less violent counterinsurgency strategy based 
on a different understanding of the nature of the Huks’ civilian support 
base. Although the Huks received significant support from peasants, 
most Huk supporters simply sought moderate economic reforms and an 
end to government repression — not the vision of a communist society 
offered by the Huks.1?° As Michael Shafer argues, the “insurgency was 
thus vulnerable to even minor government concessions targeted to the 
[Huk] rank and file. . . . As a result, the insurgency’s longevity depended 
on government intransigence. If the government could manage the 
effort, even minimal reforms could undo it?!97 Grasping this crucial 
weakness in the insurgents’ support, Magsaysay discouraged large-scale 
violence against civilians in military operations and introduced a number 
of moderate political and economic reforms targeted at the Huks’ rural 


supporters. The new strategy worked, and within two years the rebellion 
had all but died out.198 


The Nature of the Guerrilla Threat 


Mass killing in counterguerrilla warfare may also be averted when insur- 
gent military operations remain at levels that do not pose a major mili- 
tary threat to the government. As noted above, the operations of fringe 
organizations such as the Red Brigade or Direct Action were constrained 
primarily by their small size and lack of popular support. Other guerrilla/ 
terrorist organizations, however, have demonstrated considerable re- 
straint in the scale and targets of their operations despite potentially for- 
midable capabilities and relatively broad popular support. In these cases, 
the pattern of restraint may be the result of the insurgents’ calculation that 
massive violence would damage their movement politically, or it may 
simply reflect the fear of massive government reprisals. Whatever the rea- 
son, many regimes choose to let very low-level insurgencies persist in- 
definitely rather than devote the resources, risk the casualties, or incur the 
domestic and international political consequences necessary to defeat the 
insurgency unconditionally. 

Perhaps the most notable example of this pattern occurred between 
South Africa’s apartheid regime and the African National Congress 
(ANC) during the 1970s and 1980s. Although the ANC enjoyed the sup- 
port of the majority of the black African population, and its military arm 
comprised twenty-seven thousand members, it generally limited its op- 
erations to acts of sabotage, demonstrations, strikes, and economic boy- 
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cotts.1°? Systematic attacks on white civilians were never adopted as offi- 
cial ANC policy despite the fact that South Africa’s segregated buses, 
schools, and restaurants would have made easy targets. In 1998, South 
Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission attributed thirteen hun- 
dred killings, including many black victims, to the ANC for the entire pe- 
riod between 1960 and 1994. ANC leaders probably decided against a 
more violent strategy because it would have risked undermining political 
support for the movement, especially internationally. Moreover, as Nel- 
son Mandela explained during his trial in 1964, “experience convinced us 
that rebellion would offer the government limitless opportunities for the 
indiscriminate slaughter of our people.”?°° As a result, the white regime 
was never threatened militarily by black violence.?°! The South African 
regime violated human rights on a massive scale and did not shy away 
from selective political murders, but it never resorted to mass killing. 
Since the threat from the ANC was more political than military in nature, 
and since most white leaders understood that widespread attacks against 
black civilians would increase their political problems, violent repression 
remained at low levels compared to conflicts like Guatemala and Af- 
ghanistan.?0? 

The conflict in Northern Ireland followed a similar pattern. The Irish 
Republican Army (IRA) received significant public support from Catho- 
lics in Northern Ireland, but like the ANC it never escalated its attacks to 
a level that directly threatened British rule. Unlike the ANC, the IRA did 
sanction attacks on civilian targets, but these attacks remained at com- 
paratively low levels. The IRA and related paramilitary organizations 
were responsible for approximately 1,800 total deaths, including 640 
civilians, in thirty years of fighting in Northern Ireland.?°? By way of 
comparison, in 1984, the conflict killed a total of sixty-four people on all 
sides — about one-third the number who died in traffic accidents in Ul- 
ster that year.?°* The IRA’s strategy put political pressure on the British 
government but gave it little incentive to resort to systematic killing of 
civilians. 


The evidence strongly suggests that mass killing in counterguerrilla war- 
fare is motivated primarily by the nature of guerrilla warfare itself. The 
mass killings in Guatemala and Afghanistan were not the result of frus- 
trated or racist troops, but rather of military strategies specifically de- 
signed to eliminate the civilian support network upon which Guatemalan 
and Afghan guerrilla forces depended. 

Mass killing can be a powerful military tool, at least in the short term. 
From a political perspective, however, it also can backfire, increasing pub- 
lic support for guerrillas and generating powerful international pressures 
against regimes that engage in it. As a counterinsurgency strategy, mass 
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killing in both Guatemala and Afghanistan produced decidedly mixed 
results — even from the point of view of its perpetrators. In Guatemala, 
although the guerrilla insurgency was largely suppressed, it was not elim- 
inated. Popular resentment of the regime remained high. Successive 
Guatemalan regimes were forced to introduce political reforms and ne- 
gotiate with the guerrillas. In Afghanistan, although the Soviets remained 
dominant militarily through the end of the war, popular support for the 
Mujahideen was virtually total. The availability of outside support for the 
guerrillas severely limited the effectiveness of Soviet pacification efforts. 
Soviet leaders ultimately chose to withdraw rather than continue fight- 
ing. Neither the Guatemalan nor the Soviet regime truly “lost” its war 
with the guerrillas. In the long run, however, only the indefinite contin- 
uation of large-scale violence could keep the insurgents at bay. Neither 
regime proved willing or able to incur the military and political costs as- 
sociated with this course of action. 

If the long-term results of mass killing as a counterinsurgency strategy 
in Guatemala and Afghanistan are representative of the effectiveness of 
this strategy more generally, why does mass killing remain so common in 
guerrilla warfare? Why haven’t military and political leaders learned from 
the past failures or limitations of this strategy? Indeed, even the Soviet 
Union’s experience with guerrilla warfare in Afghanistan did not deter 
Russia from resorting to similar tactics only a few years later in its brutal 
counterinsurgency campaign in Chechnya.?°5 

I believe that regimes facing determined guerrilla opponents have con- 
tinued to gravitate toward mass killing because less violent counterguer- 
rilla strategies have proven extremely costly, time consuming, and at least 
equally prone to failure. Although some counterinsurgency theorists 
have touted the effectiveness of less violent strategies in places like Malaya 
and the Philippines, the evidence presented above suggests that lack of 
strong civilian support for guerrillas was the primary reason for the suc- 
cess of less violent counterguerrilla strategies in these conflicts. In Viet- 
nam, on the other hand, where popular support for the insurgents was 
stronger, the United States expended vast resources 1n a self-conscious at- 
tempt to emulate these more humane strategies, but achieved few re- 
sults.2°° 

Regimes facing well-organized guerrilla opponents with strong sup- 
port from the civilian population have few attractive options for meeting 
this threat. For leaders determined to avoid defeat, and frustrated with 
the failure of conventional military strategies, mass killing may appear to 
offer the last chance for victory at an acceptable cost. As long as guerrilla 
warfare remains a common form of modern combat, therefore, counter- 
guerrilla mass killing 1s likely to remain common as well. 
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CONCLUSION: 
ANTICIPATING AND 
PREVENTING MASS 
KILLING 


The evidence presented in this book points to three central conclusions 
about the causes of mass killing. First, small groups often play an impor- 
tant role in instigating and carrying out this kind of violence. Mass killing 
is usually conceived of and organized by a relatively small number of 
powerful political or military leaders acting in the service of their own 
interests, ideas, hatreds, fears, and misperceptions — not reacting to the 
attitudes or desires of the societies over which they preside. Indeed, in the 
Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, China, and Cambodia — the four bloodi- 
est mass killings I investigated — there are strong reasons to believe that, 
but for the influence of a single dictatorial leader, the violence might have 
been averted or at least substantially diminished. Perpetrators do not need 
widespread social support to carry out mass killing. Compliance with au- 
thority or simply passivity and indifference to the suffering of victims, 
what I have called negative support, is more important than active sup- 
port or participation in the killing itself. In each of the eight cases I ex- 
amined, relatively small military or paramilitary groups, acting under 
direct orders from political and military authorities, carried out the ma- 
jority of the actual killing. Civilians did play a significant role in the vio- 
lence in Rwanda and the Chinese Cultural Revolution, but even in these 
cases the killers represented only a small fraction of society, and military 
or paramilitary forces killed many or most of the victims. 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


CONCLUSION 


Second, because small groups can play such a central role in causing 
mass killing, I find that characteristics of society at large, such as preexist- 
ing cleavages, hatred and discrimination between groups, and nondem- 
ocratic forms of government, are of limited utility in distinguishing 
societies at high risk for mass killing. There is substantial evidence of pre- 
existing hatreds or discrimination directed against at least some victim 
groups in each of the cases examined in this book — especially the geno- 
cides in Turkey, Nazi Germany, and Rwanda. There is little indication, 
however, that these attitudes were more severe than they were in many 
other countries that never experienced mass killing. In Guatemala and 
Afghanistan, perpetrators made efforts, albeit halfhearted ones, to mini- 
mize the extent of social differences and ameliorate discrimination against 
victims in an effort to draw support away from insurgent movements. In 
the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, China, Cambodia, and Rwanda, on the 
other hand, leaders deliberately promoted hatred and discrimination 
through propaganda and indoctrination in the effort to increase public 
support for attacks on victim groups. Preexisting animosity between 
groups is a particularly weak explanation for the communist mass killings 
described in chapter 4, since many victims of these regimes were never 
objects of intense hatred by society at large. In fact, in all three countries, 
the perpetrators directed much of the killing against the communist party 
itself. 

Third, mass killing usually is driven by instrumental, strategic calcula- 
tions. Perpetrators see mass killing as a means to an end, not an end in it- 
self. None of the cases of mass killing considered here can be accurately 
described as killing for killing’s sake. Indeed, mass killing was never the 
only strategy that leaders considered to achieve their ends. Mass killing 
has not always been a policy of last resort, but rarely has it been a policy 
of first resort either. With the possible exception of Cambodia, leaders in 
all eight cases examined in this book appear to have seriously considered 
or actively experimented with options short of mass killing to achieve 
their ends. Leaders adopted mass killing in frustration, only after they 
came to believe, although often mistakenly, that other strategies for 
achieving their goals were impossible or impractical. 

The history of all eight cases suggests that leaders conceived of mass 
killing as a instrumental strategy designed to achieve their most impor- 
tant political or ideological goals, counter their most dangerous threats, 
or solve their most difficult military problems. Leaders saw mass killing 
as a bloody but effective solution to such problems. I have also tried to 
demonstrate, however, that leaders are likely to perceive mass killing as 
an attractive strategy only ina few, relatively uncommon situations. Three 
specific historical scenarios — the implementation of radical communist 
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policies, large-scale ethnic cleansing, and counterguerrilla wars — have 
generated the incentives for the majority of episodes of mass killings in 
this century. Even in these situations, however, mass killing is not in- 
evitable. A variety of factors and conditions, including the size of the tar- 
geted civilian population, the pace with which dispossessive changes are 
implemented, and the ability of victim groups to flee to safer areas can 
impact the incentives and ability of perpetrators to carry out mass killing. 


ROOT CAUSES 


As I described in the chapter 1, prevailing explanations of genocide and 
mass killing tend to focus on broad social variables such as highly frag- 
mented or discriminatory societies, dehumanizing attitudes between 
groups, or nondemocratic forms of government as the root causes or pre- 
conditions for this kind of violence. Such theories would seem to sug- 
gest, therefore, that societies with these characteristics must remain in 
constant danger of mass killing — perhaps only awaiting the trigger of a 
war or crisis to spark the return of violence. If this perspective is accurate, 
only a fundamental change in the structure of the society, its form of gov- 
ernance, or the character of intergroup relations can eliminate the risk of 
mass killing in the long run. 

Ervin Staub, for example, argues that preventing genocide should in- 
clude efforts to increase cultural exchanges between groups, encourage 
people to help one another, provide basic needs for all members of soci- 
ety, and change the way parents raise and educate children.! Helen Fein 
concludes that “the best way to avoid . . . genocides is to promote non- 
violent change in states (and occupied regions) based on ethnoclass dom- 
ination”? Rudolph Rummel’s research on democracy and mass violence, 
on the other hand, suggests that “the way to end war and virtually elim- 
inate democide [the murder of any person or persons by a government] 
appears to be through . . . fostering democratic freedom.”? 

Political leaders have often endorsed similar strategies for preventing 
genocide. President Clinton, for example, argued in 1996 that while the 
United States should strongly support the international tribunals estab- 
lished to punish perpetrators of genocide in places such as Rwanda and 
the former Yugoslavia, “our commitment to punish these crimes against 
humanity must be matched by our commitment to prevent them in the 
first place. . . . Accountability is a powerful deterrent, but it isn’t enough. 
It doesn’t get to the root cause of such atrocities. Only a profound change 
in the nature of societies can begin to reach the heart of the matter. And 
I believe the basis of that profound change is democracy,”4 

Reducing stratification in society, increasing understanding between 
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groups, and encouraging the spread of democracy are worthy goals. 
There are many good reasons to pursue these efforts even if they did noth- 
ing to prevent mass killing. Nevertheless, I believe that this “root cause” 
approach to the prevention of mass killing is limited in at least two sig- 
nificant ways. 

First, the research presented here suggests that while these efforts 
might help reduce the incidence of mass killing, they would not eliminate 
it. Perpetrators of mass killing have proved capable of inventing entirely 
new victim groups even in relatively homogenous societies. Although 
democracies seldom if ever commit mass killing against their own citi- 
zens, as Rummel acknowledges, democracies do kill noncitizens living 
within their borders and foreign civilians during wars. Eliminating social 
cleavages or spreading democracy, therefore, would not necessarily pre- 
vent mass killing. 

In fact, if not carefully managed, the effort to promote these changes 
might actually make matters worse. As Jack Snyder has suggested, the 
process of democratization may increase the likelihood of violence by cre- 
ating incentives for elites to foster nationalist, racist, or revolutionary 
ideas in the effort to win public support.” Until democratic institutions 
are strong enough to guarantee the free flow of information and the pro- 
tection of minority rights, even comparatively harmonious societies may 
be vulnerable to such appeals. Indeed, three of the episodes examined 
in this book—the mass killings in the Soviet Union, Germany, and 
Rwanda — followed close on the heels of failed democratization efforts. 
In the case of Rwanda, international efforts to introduce democratic re- 
forms may have contributed inadvertently to the genocide by threaten- 
ing the Hutu extremists’ hold on power.® 

Of course, efforts to eliminate social cleavages and promote democ- 
racy, assuming they could be properly administered, would still be well 
worth pursuing even if they could not prevent all instances of mass 
killing. Unfortunately, a second serious limitation of these strategies sug- 
gests that whatever promise they may hold in theory is unlikely to be 
widely achieved in practice. Because the number of societies characterized 
by these social ills is so large, and because the practical tasks of remedy- 
ing them are so demanding, the cost of intervening preemptively to ame- 
liorate these problems wherever they occur could be prohibitive. 

If, as I have argued, mass killing can occur in the absence of unusually 
severe cleavages between social groups, then most societies also contain 
at least some groups that could potentially become victims of this kind of 
violence. International actors interested in reducing anti-Semitism in the 
19208, for example, would have had to focus their efforts not only on Ger- 
many but also on several other European states in which discrimination 
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against Jews was at least as severe, and in which the Jewish populations 
were many times larger. Such efforts would have been laudable, but 
highly impractical. Eliminating anti-Semitism in Europe, of course, still 
would have done nothing to protect the hundreds of other minority 
groups around the globe suffering from similar levels of discrimination. 

The problems of fostering democratization may be even more daunt- 
ing. Even today, most states lack stable democratic governments. Many 
of the least democratic regimes are also the most deeply entrenched in 
power and therefore the most resistant to reform. The international com- 
munity simply lacks the resources to bring about democratic change 
everywhere it is needed. 

Even if the list of states threatened with mass killing could be effec- 
tively narrowed, perhaps by focusing only on the most highly discrimi- 
natory or authoritarian regimes, influencing the basic structures or 
attitudes of societies from the outside remains an extraordinarily difficult 
task. Social scientists and policy makers are ill prepared for this challenge. 
Regardless of the resources available for the endeavor, international ac- 
tors do not yet understand how to build democracies or foster more har- 
monuious relations between groups. Moreover, these efforts are likely to 
prove far too time consuming to be useful in preventing imminent vio- 
lence. 

Most scholars of genocide and mass killing have recognized these prac- 
tical limitations and endorsed more immediate solutions, including in- 
ternational military intervention, economic sanctions, or the provision of 
humanitarian assistance to halt or limit mass killing.” If the theoretical 
propositions forwarded by many of these same scholars are accurate, 
however, such measures would fail to address the root causes of the vio- 
lence. They would be short-term solutions at best. Until the social and 
political structures responsible for the violence could be transformed, 
mass killing would remain a constant risk. 

Unfortunately, these conclusions have also served as a ready excuse for 
inaction for international actors in a position to intervene.® If only fun- 
damental changes in states and societies can prevent mass killing in the 
long run, and if such changes are difficult or impossible to effect from the 
outside, it is all too easy to dismiss calls for intervention as futile or short- 
sighted. 

In the early 1990s, for example, American officials employed this logic 
repeatedly to justify their reluctance to intervene more forcefully to halt 
the violence in the former Yugoslavia.” In 1992 Acting Secretary of State 
Lawrence Eagleburger described the conflict in these terms: “This war is 
not rational. There is no rationality at all about ethnic conflict. It is gut, 
it is hatred; it’s not for any set of values or purposes; it just goes on. And 
that kind of warfare is most difficult to bring to a halt?1° 
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President Clinton’s national security advisor, Anthony Lake, used the 
same rationale to explain America’s hesitancy to intervene in Rwanda. 
Speaking at a White House press briefing in May 1994, at the height of 
the genocide, Lake introduced the Clinton administrations new policy 
on peacekeeping. Referring to Somalia, Bosnia, and Haiti as well as 
Rwanda, Lake explained: “These kinds of conflicts are particularly hard 
to come to grips with and to have an effect on from outside because, ba- 
sically, of course, their origins are in political turmoil within these na- 
tions. And that political turmoil may not be susceptible to the efforts of 
the international community. So, neither we nor the international com- 
munity have either the mandate, nor the resources, nor the possibility of 
resolving every conflict of this kind”?! 

The former secretary of state Henry Kissinger opposed sending 
ground troops to Kosovo in 1999 for similar reasons: “Ethnic conflict has 
been endemic in the Balkans for centuries. Waves of conquests have con- 
gealed divisions between ethnic groups. . . . [T]hese conflicts have been 
fought with unparalleled ferocity because none of the populations has any 
experience with— and essentially no belief in — Western concepts of tol- 
eration. The principles of majority rule and compromise that underlie 
most of the proposals for a solution have never found an echo in the 
Balkans??? 

The argument appeared again during the 2000 U.S. presidential cam- 
paign. In numerous speeches and debates, the then candidate George W. 
Bush repeatedly referred to the futility of “nation building” as the main 
reason why he believed America’s military interventions in the former Yu- 
goslavia and Somalia had been mistakes, and why the Clinton adminis- 
tration’s decision not to send troops to try to halt the killing in Rwanda 
had been fundamentally correct. 


A STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVE ON PREVENTING MASS KILLING 


The perspective on mass killing proposed here paints a discouraging pic- 
ture of our world. Yet, while it emphasizes the frightening ease with 
which mass killing can be carried out, it also suggests that the practical 
problems of preventing or limiting this violence will be different, and in 
at least some respects less daunting than other theories might lead us to 
expect. The strategic approach suggests two major implications for inter- 
vention to prevent or limit mass killing. 


Anticipating Mass Killing 

First, the strategic approach identifies a relatively narrow set of situations, 
conditions, and events that might serve as warnings that mass killing is 
imminent. The regimes most likely to resort to mass killing are those at- 
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tempting to implement radical social changes that materially dispossess 
large numbers of people in a short period of time, those seeking the 
physical expulsion of large groups of people, or those trying to defeat 
mass-based guerrilla insurgencies.1? When situational factors render less 
violent strategies for achieving these ends difficult or impossible, mass 
killing becomes a significant possibility. 

Of these three scenarios, we should expect counterguerrilla mass 
killing to remain the most common, as it was during the last fifty years. 
Ethnic mass killings have been considerably less frequent, although they 
have often claimed more victims. Future communist mass killings are 
highly unlikely given the declining appeal of communist ideology since 
the end of the cold war. Nevertheless, we should remain vigilant of 
groups espousing similarly radical social changes, as this form of mass 
killing can have the bloodiest consequences of all. Focusing our attention 
on these three scenarios and conditions undoubtedly will still result in 
oversights and false warnings, but I believe it should be substantially 
more reliable than the “root causes” approach. 

Significantly, once we know what to look for, even outside observers 
should be able to identify many of the risk factors for mass killing, often 
well in advance of the onset of violence. Because mass killing is rarely a 
policy of first resort, careful observers may receive warning of the poten- 
tial for mass killing when leaders attempt to achieve their goals through 
other means. The Soviet regime, for example, spent nearly twelve years 
openly trying to socialize agricultural production using tax and price in- 
centives and low levels of violent repression before Stalin declared an all- 
out war on the peasantry in 1929. In Germany, more than seven years 
passed between the Nazis’ seizure of power and the initiation of the sys- 
tematic murder of the Jews. Throughout this period, the Nazis did not 
attempt to conceal their racist ideology or their efforts to cleanse Ger- 
many of Jews through emigration and deportation. Likewise, Guate- 
mala’s military regime struggled for more than three years to crush the 
guerrilla opposition in the countryside before it resorted to full-scale mass 
killing in 1981. 

Although the strategic approach emphasizes the murderous potential 
of small groups, it does not suggest that we need to monitor the state- 
ments and activities of every radical racist or nationalist organization or 
political fringe movement in every society around the globe. Rather, we 
should focus our attention and resources on understanding the ideolo- 
gies, goals, and interests of groups in or near political and military 
power — particularly in societies with weak or unstable political institu- 
tions. Fringe movements advocating radical social changes or discrimi- 
nation and violence against other groups pose little threat of mass killing 
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if they lack the power to act on their beliefs. Groups lacking broad pop- 
ular support stand a much better chance of seizing power if they possess 
organized military or paramilitary forces and if other political and mili- 
tary actors are too weak or lack the will to prevent them from seizing con- 
trol and carrying out their plans. 

The Khmer Rouge, for example, seized power in Cambodia with rel- 
atively small military forces and without widespread public support 
thanks in large part to the military weakness and unpopularity of the Lon 
Nol regime. Although the Nazis received a much higher degree of pub- 
lic support than the Khmer Rouge, no less than two-thirds of Germans 
voted against the Nazis in Germany’s last free election. The Nazi rise to 
power in the face of this political opposition was greatly facilitated by 
Germany’s economic instability and by the frailty of the Weimar political 
system. 

In the United States, on the other hand, racist groups such as the Ku 
Klux Klan failed to achieve national power despite membership estimated 
at between 1.5 and 5 million during the heyday of the Klan in the 1920s. 14 
The fact that the Klan and other racist groups were responsible for at least 
4,700 lynchings between 1882 and 1944 attests to their violent ambitions 
and their powerful political influence, especially in the South.!5 That the 
Klan failed to kill a greater number reflects more than the refusal of the 
vast majority of Americans to support this kind of violence — even though 
less violent forms of racism were pervasive in both the North and the 
South. It also reflects the ability of America’s political institutions to en- 
sure that the preferences of the majority were enforced, if only to the ex- 
tent of preventing full scale mass killing. 

Identifying the places where mass killing is most likely to occur is a crit- 
ical task. Effective intervention seldom can wait for clear evidence that 
systematic killing is under way. Because killing is easier when victims are 
deprived of time to organize resistance, or do not even recognize that 
mass killing is under way, perpetrators usually do their utmost to ensure 
that the violence proceeds with maximum haste. The killers can work 
at a terrible pace. In Rwanda, Hutu perpetrators murdered between 
500,000 and 800,000 people in less than four months, most in the first 
thirty days.1¢ Although the Holocaust continued until the end of the Sec- 
ond World War, the Nazis killed 3.8 million Jews in the first eighteen 
months of the genocide between the summer of 1941 and the end of 
1942.17 Even if intervention could halt mass killing within a few weeks of 
its onset —a decidedly optimistic assumption — in many cases this would 
be too late to save tens or even hundreds of thousands of victims. 

The difficulty of anticipating impending mass killing has often im- 
peded effective intervention. Few people are prepared to imagine the pos- 
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sibility of something as unusual and terrible as mass killing. Warning signs 
that appear obvious in retrospect may be seen by contemporary observers 
only as indications of “normal” conflict, or dismissed altogether as the 
racist or nationalist blustering of a fanatical few. In Rwanda, for example, 
UN and American officials failed to anticipate the genocide despite nu- 
merous warnings from well-placed Rwandan sources and foreign ob- 
servers.18 Even reports from the commander of UN peacekeeping forces 
in Rwanda, which warned of the potential for mass violence against civil- 
ians in the weeks and months before the genocide, did not move UN offi- 
cials. Indeed, the steady stream of warnings may have had the opposite 
effect. As the U.S. State Department’s political-military advisor in the Bu- 
reau of African Affairs recalled, he “tended to discredit” such reports “be- 
cause we had heard allegations of genocide, or warnings of genocide, 
pertaining to Rwanda dating back at least to 1992.”!° 

The Hutu extremists’ politics were by no means secret. Some extrem- 
ist party members had been calling openly for genocide for several years. 
Although the extremists did not gain control of the Rwandan state until 
the genocide began, it was widely known that they occupied positions of 
authority within the government and military. They had been steadily in- 
creasing the size of their militia forces over the past several years. Al- 
though these groups remained small in absolute terms, the Rwandan 
political system was plainly too weak to keep these groups in check. The 
extremists had the means, the motive, and the opportunity for mass 
killing. Most observers interpreted the relatively low-level violence in the 
years before the genocide as an indication that the violence was likely to 
remain limited in the future.2° Had they recognized that the failure of 
low-level violence to secure the extremists’ goals might prompt this small 
but powerful group to consider more drastic solutions, perhaps the world 
would not have been taken so much by surprise when the genocide 
erupted in 1994. 

Even high-level Rwandan officials could not make this intellectual 
leap. As Marc Rugenera, a moderate Hutu who served as minister of 
finance in Habyarimana’s cabinet recalled: 


The idea that anyone could conceive of another war seemed crazy to me, 
plain crazy. Because it was so self-evident to me that no rational person 
could contemplate war, especially as peace seemed within our grasp, I did 
not think that those who wanted war constituted a significant threat. At 
most I thought they would continue assassinating individual political op- 
ponents. But never, never did I think even for a second that they would 
mount the operation whose results we see today... . How could we 
imagine that they would kill women, children and old people? Unfortu- 
nately, we believed that most of the opponents of the Arusha [peace] 
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process would end up seeing reason. But as you can see, we were horri- 
bly wrong.?1 


The strategic perspective on mass killing suggests that if we hope to 
anticipate mass killing, we must begin to think of it in the same way its 
perpetrators do. Mass killing becomes imaginable, even rational, for its 
perpetrators when they come to believe that the slaughter of civilians 
could be an effective means to their most important ends, when they be- 
come frustrated with other methods to achieve these ends, and when they 
have marshaled the capabilities to carry it out. When these conditions ap- 
ply, the possibility that mass killing may occur must become imaginable 
for those seeking to prevent it as well. 


Intervention to Prevent or Limit Mass Killing 

The second set of implications of the strategic perspective for preventing 
mass killing relate to what international actors can do to prevent or limit 
the violence if they believe it is likely to occur, or once it has already be- 
gun. Because the strategic perspective finds that the impetus for mass 
killing usually lies with high political and military leadership, not in so- 
cial or governmental structures, it suggests that effective intervention to 
prevent mass killing need not seek the fundamental transformation of for- 
eign societies. Rather, intervention to prevent mass killing should focus 
on disarming and removing from power the small groups and leaders re- 
sponsible for instigating and organizing the killing. This kind of inter- 
vention would take the form of relatively traditional military operations 
designed to defeat the perpetrators’ military forces, protect victim groups 
on the ground, and provide humanitarian assistance to refugee popula- 
tions.?” Western states and military organizations have had a great deal 
more experience and success with these kinds of operations than they 
have had with efforts to foster democracy or end hatred and discrimina- 
tion in foreign societies. 

Intervention of this kind need not constitute merely a Band-Aid solu- 
tion to deeper problems. If those responsible for the killing can be 
stripped of power, social groups should be able to live together without 
mass killing indefinitely. Short-term military intervention cannot erase 
long-standing prejudices or establish democracy in foreign societies, al- 
though it might help create conditions more conducive to these out- 
comes. Unless large numbers of forces remain to carry out long-term 
policing operations, it cannot ensure that conflict between political or 
ethnic groups will not continue at lower levels.?? In at least some cases, 
however, it does have the potential to stop the systematic murder of large 
numbers of unarmed men, women, and children. 

This does not mean that preventing mass killing necessarily will be 
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cheap or easy. I have suggested that we should think of mass killing not 
as a fundamentally different form of conflict but as a strategy used by 
groups seeking to prevail in military or political conflicts under certain ex- 
treme conditions. For the same reason, we should avoid conceiving of 
military intervention to prevent mass killing as an alternative to war. Pre- 
venting mass killing will often require nothing less than war, albeit war 
for humanitarian purposes. If mass killing can be war by other means, 
preventing it must be war for other ends. 

Waging war against a determined adversary is always a costly course of 
action. It requires large and expensive military forces. It carries with it the 
substantial risk that interveners will suffer substantial casualties and that 
they will inflict casualties on others. War usually makes things worse be- 
fore it can make them better. Although mass killing seldom receives the 
active support of the societies in which it occurs, these same societies may 
vigorously oppose foreign interventions seeking to end the killing. For 
example, while most Germans probably did not actively support the 
Holocaust, many did support the broader German war effort, and mil- 
lions of them were willing to fight in Hitler’s armies against the allies. The 
allied victory in 1945, an achievement that undoubtedly saved millions of 
lives, proved that unseating even the Nazi regime was possible. Unfortu- 
nately, it ultimately required the most destructive war in world history. 
Similarly massive and violent undertakings almost certainly would have 
been required to overthrow the murderous but deeply entrenched 
regimes of the Soviet Union and China. 

Not all wars, on the other hand, are comparable to World War Two. 
Not all intervention to prevent mass killing, therefore, is likely to con- 
front such determined resistance. As John Mueller has observed, perpe- 
trators of ethnic conflict and mass killing have relied less and less on 
professional military organizations, especially in recent years.?4 Perpetra- 
tors of mass killing often lack well-disciplined military forces and rely in- 
stead on poorly trained and ill-equipped militias and paramilitary groups. 
These irregular forces may be sufficient for the task of murdering un- 
armed civilians, but without broad-based support from local popula- 
tions, they are no match for professional Western militaries. 

This is one reason why many observers have suggested that a relatively 
modest military intervention could have prevented or at least limited the 
genocide in Rwanda. Roméo Dallaire, the Canadian general in command 
of UN peacekeeping forces in Rwanda in 1994, has argued that a force of 
five thousand men, promptly deployed, would have been sufficient to 
prevent most of the killing.?® A subsequent analysis by a panel of military 
experts largely supported Dallaire’s claim.?° Although other analysts have 
been less sanguine about how much an intervention in Rwanda might 
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have accomplished, few have suggested that interveners would have faced 
stiff military resistance and few have disputed that intervention could 
have saved many lives. Alan Kuperman, for example, contends that Dal- 
laire’s claims are based on several unrealistic assumptions, including how 
quickly outsiders could have recognized the genocide and transported an 
intervention force to the region, how rapidly the genocide progressed, 
and how many troops would have been required to suppress the vio- 
lence.?” Nevertheless, even utilizing more conservative assumptions, Ku- 
perman estimates that a force of 15,000 U.S. troops, arriving relatively late 
in the genocide, might have saved 125,000 lives in Rwanda.” This force 
would have been large only in comparison to the hypothetical interven- 
tions suggested by Dallaire and others. Compared to the forces utilized 
in traditional military operations such as the 1991 Persian Gulf War, in 
which the United States deployed over half a million troops, it would 
have been extremely small. The rapid victory of the Tutsi-dominated 
Rwandan Patriotic Army—a lightly armed force of between twenty and 
twenty-five thousand men—over the Hutu perpetrators suggests that, 
once on the scene, a well-equipped Western military force would have 
faced relatively light opposition and suffered relatively few casualties.?? 


THE ROLE OF THE UNITED STATES 
IN PREVENTING MAss KILLING 


The United States is one of few countries capable of independently con- 
ducting large military operations far from its borders, so it is natural that 
the question of preventing mass killing has fallen to it before all others. 
Americans and their leaders have frequently expressed the conviction that 
the United States and other international actors have a responsibility to 
intervene to prevent genocide or other large-scale atrocities whenever 
possible. Every American president from Jimmy Carter to Bill Clinton 
has publicly reaffirmed America’s commitment to the prevention of geno- 
cide.?° Indeed, when asked in the last year of his presidency whether there 
was such a thing as a “Clinton Doctrine” to guide foreign policy, Presi- 
dent Clinton responded that he believed that “whether within or beyond 
the borders of a country, if the world community has the power to stop 
it, we ought to stop genocide and ethnic cleansing”? 1 

The American public also seems broadly to support intervention to 
prevent genocide. For example, a July 1994 poll found that when Amer- 
icans were asked, “If genocidal situations occur, do you think that the 
U.N., including the U.S., should intervene with whatever force is neces- 
sary to stop the acts of genocide?” 65 percent responded “always” or “in 
most cases.”3? In 1999, another poll showed that 58 percent of Americans 
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agreed that the United States has a moral obligation to use force to pre- 
vent genocide even in Africa, where the United States has few traditional 
security interests.34 

America’s record of international interventions over the past fifty years 
seems sharply at odds with these sentiments, however. During the cold 
war, military interventions for primarily humanitarian purposes were vir- 
tually nonexistent. This reluctance to intervene stemmed in part from le- 
gitimate concerns about the potential for military interventions to ignite 
larger wars with the Soviet Union or others. The refusal of the United 
States to ratify the United Nations Genocide Convention until 1986, on 
the other hand, also suggests a deeper ambivalence about humanitarian 
intervention.** Since the end of the cold war, the United States has in- 
tervened with force for humanitarian purposes more frequently. Never- 
theless, America’s post—cold war policies have failed to reflect a strong 
commitment to preventing genocide and mass killing. 

Rather, America’s record of intervention during the 1990s suggests 
that while the United States supports action to prevent mass killing in 
principle, it has not been willing to make even small sacrifices to uphold 
this principle in practice. The distinction between our convictions and 
our actions has been particularly stark when the sacrifices have included 
the possibility of American casualties. At the outset of the U.S.-led inter- 
vention in Somalia in 1992, for example, polls showed that between 73 
and 81 percent of Americans supported the action.?° Although the inter- 
vention saved tens or even hundreds of thousands of lives, support for 
the operation started to drop as soon as American troops expanded their 
mission from the provision of food to the more dangerous task of dis- 
arming local militias.’ After eighteen American soldiers were killed in a 
fierce fire fight in Mogadishu in October 1993, support declined even fur- 
ther. A few days after the battle, 60 percent of Americans polled agreed 
with the statement that “Nothing the U.S. could accomplish in Somalia 
is worth the death of even one more soldier”?” The American experience 
in Somalia would prove to be one of the most important factors in pre- 
venting a more serious consideration of military intervention in Rwanda, 
less than six months later, in response to perhaps the most unambiguous 
example of genocide since the Holocaust. As a former U.S. Defense De- 
partment official described the government’s reaction to reports of the 
Rwandan genocide, “Everybody was partially traumatized by Soma- 
lia. . . . They did not want an intervention.”38 

One of the most significant consequences of the desire to keep casual- 
ties to a minimum has been that when the United States has opted to in- 
tervene with force, it has been extremely reluctant to place ground troops 
in combat. This often has meant delaying the introduction of ground 
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forces until all the parties to the conflict can reach an agreement and, to 
minimize the possibility of being drawn into the fighting, defining nar- 
rowly the rules of engagement under which these forces can operate. In 
the former Yugoslavia, for example, the United States resisted sending 
ground troops to Bosnia until 1995, when the Serbs finally agreed to a 
peace plan. By then, most of the killing and ethnic cleansing had already 
been accomplished. The largely European UN forces on the ground in 
Bosnia prior to the agreement were not empowered to protect civilians 
and could only stand by and watch as large-scale massacres unfolded be- 
fore their eyes. 

The recognition that the United States and other international actors 
are unwilling to suffer even small numbers of casualties in humanitarian 
interventions has led many human rights advocates and policy makers to 
endorse policies that avoid placing ground troops in combat altogether. 
A wide range of options have been suggested or employed, including the 
withholding of foreign aid, the establishment of war crimes tribunals, the 
imposition of diplomatic or economic sanctions, arms embargoes, eco- 
nomic blockades, and the use of air strikes.?? These strategies seek to pre- 
vent mass killing, not by physically preventing perpetrators from killing 
their victims, but by deterring the use of violence in the first place or com- 
pelling its cessation through the threat of punishment. 

Thus, Human Rights Watch has argued that unequivocal international 
political condemnation, the withdrawal of economic aid, and the impo- 
sition of an arms embargo might have halted the 1994 genocide in 
Rwanda by turning the population and mid-level government func- 
tionaries against the Hutu extremist regime.*° Likewise, many have cred- 
ited NATO’s air campaign against Serbia with preventing mass killing in 
Kosovo in 1999 without the need for a risky ground invasion. 

Unfortunately, while these strategies avoid many of the risks of ground 
combat, the findings of this book provide little reason to believe that they 
will be widely effective in preventing mass killing. Like the decision to go 
to war, leaders do not take lightly the decision to embark upon a policy 
of mass killing. On the contrary, leaders order mass killing in an effort to 
achieve their most important goals or counter what they perceive to be 
their most dangerous threats. They usually do so only after other alter- 
natives have failed to achieve these goals or defeat these threats. Since 
states threatening punitive actions are generally less committed to pre- 
venting mass killing than perpetrators are to carrying it out, such threats 
often lack credibility. 

Even when punitive threats are actually carried out, the costs imposed 
by these measures simply may not be great enough to persuade perpe- 
trators to abandon their most important goals. Decades of Western po- 


Valentino, Benjamin A.. Final Solutions : Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century, Cornell University Press, 2013. 


247 


Copyright © 2013. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved. 


248 


FINAL SOLUTIONS 


litical and diplomatic sanctions and of economic and military embargoes, 
for example, failed to force the Soviet Union and China to alter their poli- 
cies. Nor did international sanctions or the threat of prosecution for 
war crimes deter Serbian-sponsored violence in Bosnia or Kosovo. Al- 
though both the Young Turks and the Nazi regime were threatened with 
international sanctions, including comprehensive economic blockades, 
both Turkey and Germany chose to wage total war rather than surrender 
to external pressures. 

The threat of air strikes holds greater potential for increasing the costs 
facing perpetrators of mass killing, but even this weapon has not proved 
widely effective.*” Allied strategic bombing of Germany and Japan lev- 
eled entire cities and killed hundreds of thousands of people, yet it did 
not compel either nation to cease mass killing.4? Many scholars question 
whether the strategic air campaign proved a decisive contribution to the 
German or Japanese surrenders at all.44 In Kosovo, the seventy-eight-day 
NATO bombing campaign may well have contributed to the Serbian 
withdrawal, but it could not have prevented mass killing if this had been 
the Serbs’ intention.*° The air strikes did not stop the Serbs from killing 
between 2,000 and 10,000 Kosovar Albanians and expelling almost 
850,000 more.*° Indeed, America’s extreme aversion to casualties meant 
that NATO aircraft were forced to operate at high altitude, a policy that 
may have contributed to several incidents of mistaken attacks on Koso- 
var Albanian civilians. 

Perhaps more important than the practical limitations of punitive poli- 
cies such as sanctions or air strikes, however, is the significant risk that 
they may actually incite the very violence they seek to prevent.*” Sanc- 
tions and air strikes may succeed in increasing the costs of mass killing for 
perpetrators, but if perpetrators simply blame the victims for the setbacks 
and suffering inflicted by these policies, the incentives to engage in mass 
killing, and possibly even popular support for it, may rise. Since punitive 
policies cannot physically protect potential victims, these policies leave an 
open door to mass killing. 

History provides several examples of this perverse dynamic. Interna- 
tional diplomatic pressure to end the abuse of Armenians in Turkey, for 
example, appears to have increased the Young Turks’ perception that Ar- 
menians were a foreign, treacherous group that posed a mortal threat to 
the integrity of Turkey.+8 In Rwanda, the threat of foreign aid cutbacks 
and diplomatic pressure on the Hutu-dominated regime to end human 
rights abuses and negotiate with the Tutsi rebels may have helped con- 
vince Hutu extremists, and even some moderates, that the Tutsi minor- 
ity posed a grave threat.*? The small UN force eventually deployed to 
oversee the implementation of the peace agreement between Hutu and 
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Tutsi forces was neither equipped nor authorized to protect the Tutsi 
after the genocide began. Likewise, the NATO bombing campaign in 
Kosovo appears to have hardened Serbian opinion against the Kosovar 
Albanians and rallied public support behind Milosevic, at least initially.5° 

Once a truly total campaign of genocide is under way, of course, nei- 
ther public condemnation nor sanctions nor air strikes could make things 
any worse. These options would then be justified even if they saved only 
a few lives. Before the slaughter has begun, however, the lessons of these 
cases suggest much greater attention to the potential for unintended con- 
sequences of punitive measures. 


FACILITATING ESCAPE 


If international actors are unwilling or unable to intervene directly to de- 
feat the perpetrators of mass killing, therefore, they should be cautious 
about seeking to punish perpetrators without providing protection to de- 
fenseless victim groups. A more effective strategy to protect victims from 
mass killing without placing ground troops in combat would be to help 
potential victims of mass killing escape to safer areas. Indeed, the history 
examined in this book demonstrates that the ability of potential victims 
of mass killing to flee across borders often has been a critical factor in lim- 
iting or averting mass killing. This conclusion might seem self-evident, 
but explanations that locate the prime causes of mass killing in hatred be- 
tween groups, in scapegoating behavior, or the desire to kill for killing’s 
sake seem to suggest that the perpetrators of mass killing would gener- 
ally seek to prevent victims from fleeing to safety. If perpetrators are will- 
ing to permit the flight of victim groups, however, then intervention 
designed to facilitate escape might offer some hope of preventing or lim- 
iting the violence. 

Of course, intervention to assist the escape of potential victims is not 
without its own set of serious problems and costly side effects. These 
problems can be especially acute when the exodus of refugees leads, as it 
often has, to permanent population relocation or to the political or eth- 
nic partition of states.°! Many critics have pointed out that providing in- 
ternational support for these policies simply rewards ethnic cleansing; 
moreover, they claim that these policies may simply set the stage for fu- 
ture conflicts, when refugees try to fight their way back to their former 
homes.®? For my part, I have argued here that the notion that physical 
separation is the only way to prevent a continuing cycle of violence be- 
tween groups consumed by mutual hatred and fear—the premise of at 
least some arguments in favor of partition or population transfers — is 
flawed. If the groups responsible for mass killing can be removed from 
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power, even a long history of enmity and violence need not portend re- 
peated waves of mass killing in the future. 

On the other hand, critics of partition and population transfers often 
seem to ignore the reality that international actors are seldom willing to 
pay even modest political and military costs to support more aggressive 
forms of intervention to prevent mass killing. If no state or coalition of 
states is willing to intervene directly to confront perpetrators bent on 
mass killing, the remaining choice is no longer between abetting ethnic 
cleansing and fostering a multiethnic society, but between ethnic cleans- 
ing and mass killing. Critics of partition and permanent population relo- 
cation see little difference between ethnic cleansing and mass killing 
because, as the history presented in this book confirms, major involun- 
tary population movements often are associated with massive violence 
and death. Critics often point to the bloody history of unregulated or 
poorly regulated partitions and relocations, such as the partition of India 
and Pakistan in 1947 or the expulsion of ethnic Germans from Eastern 
Europe following the Second World War, to illustrate this point. 

The very purpose of international intervention during population re- 
location or partition, however, would be to reduce the severity of these 
consequences for the affected populations. If more careful preparation 
and greater resources were devoted to facilitating transportation and re- 
settlement, displaced populations might leave their homes with less co- 
ercion, and the hardships of relocation could be significantly eased.°? The 
serious human costs attendant to even the most carefully executed pro- 
gram of population relocation or partition mean that international actors 
should support these policies only as a last resort, when mass killing (not 
simply violent conflict) is imminent or in progress, and only if interna- 
tional support for intervention to protect victims where they live cannot 
be mustered. 

These shortcomings, however, should not be allowed to serve as an ex- 
cuse for doing nothing in the face of mass murder. The ability of poten- 
tial victims of mass killing to flee across borders probably has averted 
millions of deaths in this century. While NATO air strikes could not pre- 
vent Serbs from killing Kosovar Albanians, the construction of well-sup- 
plied refugee camps across the border in Albania probably did encourage 
many victims to flee rather than fight, and ensured that those who did es- 
cape would survive. Similarly, as I noted in chapter 4, the massive exo- 
duses following the communist revolutions in Korea, Cuba, and Vietnam 
may have saved vast numbers of lives. 

These relocations were dependent on the willingness of neighbors to 
accept large numbers of refugees. More frequently, however, attempts to 
escape from mass killing have met with international indifference or even 
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opposition. It is possible that greater international openness to refugees 
could have helped reduce the toll of many of this century’s bloodiest mass 
killings, including the genocides in Turkish Armenia, Nazi Germany, and 
Rwanda. As described in chapter 5, Nazi Germany actively encouraged 
the emigration of its Jewish population between 1933 and 1939, which ul- 
timately resulted in the exodus of more than 70 percent of Germany’s 
Jews. Had Western nations put up fewer barriers to Jewish immigration, 
they might have saved many more lives.°* Some scholars have argued that 
greater openness to Jewish refugees from Germany before the war would 
not have prevented the Holocaust because the great majority of Holo- 
caust victims resided in Eastern Europe.*® This is correct, but even after 
the war began in 1939, the Nazis continued to search for ways to deport 
Jews from conquered territories. Tens of thousands of Jews managed to 
emigrate from Austria and Czechoslovakia after Germany occupied these 
states. Had other nations shown a greater willingness to facilitate Jewish 
emigration, not only might thousands more Jews have escaped before the 
war, but it is possible that the Nazis would not have been so quick to 
abandon their policy of encouraging Jewish emigration after hostilities 
began. 

Unlike Nazi Germany in the thirties, neither the Young Turks nor 
Rwanda’s Hutu extremists attempted to deport or expel their victims in 
large numbers. On the contrary, each regime actively sought to prevent 
victims from fleeing to neighboring countries. These policies, however, 
should not be interpreted as evidence that the perpetrators would coun- 
tenance nothing less than complete extermination or that they simply 
wanted to kill their victims for the sake of killing. Rather, Turkish and 
Hutu perpetrators rejected expulsion because situational factors made it 
appear a counterproductive solution to the central problems they were 
trying solve. In Rwanda, the extremists probably decided against expul- 
sion because they looked back on the de facto ethnic cleansing of the late 
1950s and early 1960s as the prime cause of their current predicament. In- 
deed, the Tutsi forces attempting to fight their way back into the country 
in the early 1990s were descendants of those who had fled more than 
thirty years earlier. Similarly, although Turkish leaders do appear briefly 
to have considered the possibility of expelling the Armenians into Rus- 
sia, they ultimately rejected this option for fear that Armenian refugees 
would simply join forces with the invading Russian army. 

Nevertheless, despite the efforts of Turkish and Hutu perpetrators, 
thousands of Armenian and Tutsi refugees did manage to escape from 
Turkey and Rwanda. Relatively small military interventions designed to 
protect refugee columns and keep borders open might have facilitated the 
escape of many more. Indeed, American officials appear to have consid- 
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ered a plan to establish protected zones on Rwanda’s borders during the 
genocide. Kuperman estimates that such a strategy, combined with the 
use of helicopters to protect major escape routes, might have saved sev- 
enty-five thousand lives.56 It is not clear how serious the United States 
was about this proposal, but the UN rejected it at least in part because it 
could not have saved the vast majority of Rwandans who never could 
have made it across the border.5” Since the UN’s member states lacked 
the willingness to implement a more robust intervention, however, the 
alternative saved no one at all.58 If more distant states had been willing 
to accept Armenian or Tutsi refugees, it is possible that Turkish and Hutu 
leaders would have actually encouraged them to leave, since these 
refugees would not have been perceived to pose an immediate threat of 
cross-border attack. 

The possibility of escape for refugees might also have reduced the 
death toll in Guatemala. Throughout the war, the Guatemalan regime 
feared that refugee camps across the border in Mexico were being used as 
secure bases for the insurgency. As a result, the Guatemalan army sought 
to prevent refugees from fleeing to Mexico and even engaged in cross- 
border attacks against refugee camps there. Yet the regime also seemed 
willing to consider less violent solutions to the refugee problem. In fact, 
the Guatemalan regime actively pressured Mexico to move the refugee 
camps farther away from the border, where they would no longer pose a 
threat to Guatemala. Mexico initially resisted relocating the refugees be- 
cause it did not want to assume permanent responsibility for them, but 
in 1984 and 1985 it agreed to move about seventeen thousand refugees to 
camps farther away from the border.5? Unfortunately, this move came 
too late to have much effect, since the most severe period of violence in 
Guatemala had ended in 1983. If this strategy had been implemented 
earlier, and had greater international aid been provided to Mexico for 
relocation, however, the Guatemalan government might actually have 
encouraged refugee flows to Mexico, and many more lives might have 
been saved. 


FAacInNG Mass KILLING 


Scholars dispute whether America’s failure to intervene more resolutely 
to uphold its commitment to prevent genocide and mass killing stems 
from the attitudes of the general public or reflects the failure of political 
leaders to shape those attitudes.©° Whatever the origins of this hesitancy, 
however, the research presented in this book shows that Americans must 
reject the comfortable notion — shared by many leaders and the public— 
that the root causes of this kind of violence render intervention futile. 
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It is possible to prevent or limit mass killing and genocide if we are 
willing to pay a price for our convictions. In some cases, that price will 
be modest in comparison with the number of lives we will save. In oth- 
ers, the costs may be prohibitive. The United States alone cannot prevent 
this kind of violence everywhere it occurs. Yet, the lesson of the Holo- 
caust, perhaps the defining episode of violence in a century marked by 
bloodshed, is not that preventing mass killing and genocide is easy. The 
pledge “never again,” issued in the wake of that tragedy, did not include 
the qualification “so long as there is virtually no risk of casualties.” De- 
ciding where and how to intervene to avert such violence in the future 
will require hard choices about the potential costs and benefits of action. 
By failing to face the causes of mass killing, we have avoided facing these 
hard choices for too long. 
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